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While the sun still offered scattered swathes of light, 
dark grey clouds threatened to accumulate in the western 
skies as the afternoon waned. The crowd around the main 
arena began to thin out, as folk wandered off to the different 
pavilions and stands. The Campbell Town show would 
continue into the evening, climaxing in the inevitable 
fireworks display unless the thunderstorm killed it. As the 
bullock team left the main arena, the most enthusiastic 
spectators pressed in around them to yell their appreciation 
for what they had just witnessed. The small boy, who had 
guided the team with such natural skill, sat upright on the 
dray bench with his whip out in front of him like a flag, 
having had no need to use it to guide his animals. Beside 
him was the alert Jack Russell, its stubby apology for a tail 
vibrating with the excitement. On the back of the dray, 
three robust Kelpies ran up and down, barking and calling. 
Coming in behind the dray, totally unable to hide his pride, 
strode Harold “‘Hoppy’ Hopkins, grinning and nodding. 
At his side, the pretty young french girl, Ariette, who had 
become the talk of Fingal since she moved in with Hoppy, 
waved and smiled, her face flushed and her eyes sparkling. 

The dray pulled up at the hitches and the three Kelpies 
jumped off. The ABC cameraman, who had risked life and 
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limb to get approaching shots, now came in for one last 
close-up. He framed the boy’s face against the darkening 
sky. The boy was tiny, thin-boned and held himself very 
still. As the camera zoomed in, another child clambered up 
onto the dray and hugged him. 

«You are super boy!» she yelled. 

People crowded round the dray, as Hoppy and Ariette 
came up. While wellwishers pressed forward, full of 
compliments, the bullocks stood and stamped, snorting and 
blowing in the traces, picking up on the excitement around 
them. Several men stepped forward to help uncouple the 
team, seeing that Hoppy was surrounded by admirers, while 
the French girl climbed up onto the dray. 

The boy saw her coming and the cameraman finished 
his shot on the sweet smile that he gave her. 

«Cheri,» she said softly «Tu es magnifique!» 

The other child spun round when she heard the voice 
and she jumped up to hug Ariette, very nearly sending her 
off the dray. 

«Will’s the best bullocky in the whole world!» she 
yelled. 

Grabbing the bench to steady herself, Ariette pulled her 
down onto the bench, next to the boy. He grinned shyly up 
at her and she disentangled herself enough from the other 
child to be able to hug him. They became a re-entangled 
threesome. 

Beside the dray, a journalist from the ABC had made his 
way through the crowd and pulled on Hoppy’s elbow to get 
his attention. The cameraman hovered in the background, 
waiting to see if this might be an interview. 

«Can I have a word, mate?» the journo yelled over the 
noise. «Neil Cracknell, ABC.» 
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Hoppy shook hands with a few more friends before he 
managed to free himself. He turned to face his questioner. 

«So,» said the journalist, «You're this kid’s Dad are you?» 

«No, mate.» 

«Oh. So what’s the story?» 

«Bit of a long one. Can you hang on a minute till I get 
the animals sorted, then I'll tell you. It’s a pretty incredible 
story.» 

«Righto.» 

The journalist, who was not much more than a kid 
himself, backed up against the wall of the poultry pavilion 
and watched the scene. He pointed to the bullocks and 
yelled at the cameraman. «Get some of that, while we wait.» 
The young cameraman followed Hoppy as he joined some 
of the other men while they unpinned the traces, hitched 
the bullocks to the rail, gave them water and brushed them 
down. He was looking for arty shots in close up and narrowly 
missed a side blow from the lead bullock’s massive head. 

Another woman had climbed up onto the dray and had 
persuaded the girl to let go of Ariette so she could come 
down. The small boy who had driven the team sat still 
on the bench watching the unhitching. Then he picked 
up the whip and jumped off the dray with the little dog 
jumping next to him and staying close. There were several 
other children milling around and the journalist tried 
to decide who belonged to who. Meanwhile an elderly 
Salvation Army officer had approached the boy and was 
shaking his hand. The journalist made himself some notes, 
describing what he had seen. This was certainly better than 
the usual boring agricultural show events. He had been sent 
up from Hobart, very reluctantly, to cover the show. He 
had been to quite a few of them, all across Tasmania and 
they were all the same. Champion rams, champion chooks, 
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champion rhododendrons. It was hard to make any kind 
of decent story out of any of it. On the way up, Vince, 
the main cameraman, complained that country shows were 
punishment for sins past. He'd had a hard night of it, the 
night before, having lost a bundle at the dog races and he 
was ina filthy mood. The other cameraman, Simon, was on 
secondment, still in training and full of naive excitement. 
He was the one who nearly ended up under the hooves of 
the bullocks, walking backwards in the main arena. Now 
the parade was over, Vince had dumped his camera in the 
van and had already headed for the beer tent. 

Looking at the crowd around the dray, the journalist 
watched the young woman who had climbed up onto the 
dray. She looked interesting and he wondered if she might 
be part of the story. He threaded his way through the groups 
of people, mostly families now, and approached the woman. 
While the boy talked shyly with the Salvo, she had turned 
to another young man and was talking animatedly. 

«Excuse me Miss,» he said. 

She turned to face him and her green eyes disconcerted 
him with their strong searching look. «Er, Neil Cracknell, 
ABC.» 

«Pardon?» She said this with a French accent, that came 
with a seductive smile. 

«Er, I’m a journalist with the ABC, you know?» 

«Journaliste?» 

«That's right. TV. Um, I was wondering about this 
kid.» He gestured at the small boy who was now sitting on 
a straw bale with the whip in his lap, talking earnestly with 
the Salvo. The old man leaned in, listening carefully. 

«Is name is Will.» she said. 

«Is it? Right.» Neil made a note. «And, um, are you, 
um, related to Will at all?» 
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«Not at all. I am French.» 

«But you know hin, right?» 

«Oh yes.» 

The man she had been talking to had listened to this 
and now took a step closer. 

«Maybe, you'd better wait till Hoppy’s free, don’t you 
think?» 

«Oh, Alex.» She turned on him; «You don’t think my 
English is good enough to speak with a journalist?» 

«Nah.» The man looked flustered. «I just thought, you 
know, it might be better for Hoppy.. . . » 

She turned her back on him and smiled at Neil. 

«What do you want to know?» 

Her smile unnerved him, as she took a step closer. 

«Well,» he said tentatively, «you know him, Will.» He 
gestured at the boy. 

«Oh yes of course. I sleep with ’im.» 

«Er.» He hesitated, not sure where to take this. «How 
do you mean?» 

The other man stepped back in, looking serious. 
«Ariette,» he said and took her arm, «I really don’t think 
this is a good idea.» 

«I will say what I want.» She tossed her hair, shook her 
arm free and stood defiantly in front of him. «You are not a 
policeman with me.» 

«Listen.» The man looked at Neil, «This kid is a 
vulnerable little bloke and I don’t want him hurt.» 

The journalist was startled but sensed that he was onto 
something maybe worth pursuing. «You're a copper are you?» 

«Down in Hobart, not on duty today.» 

«And you know this kid too?» 
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«Yeah, but the point is Hoppy is his legal guardian.» he 
said, gesturing at the hitching rail. «I think you oughta talk 
to him.» 

«Oh no worries, I already spoke to him.» Neil wanted 
to keep things light. «He said he'd get back to me just as 
soon as he fixed up the cattle.» 

«Boolocks» said the girl. «They are Boolocks.» 

«Right.» She had fire in her eyes now and Neil found 
her almost frightening. 

«lt is not easy to drive these boolocks.» she said; «I ’ave 
tried and I cannot, but this little boy, ’e can do anything 
with them.» 

«You drive bullocks too?» 

«When ’e is with me, I can do it. By myself, they will 
do nothing.» 

«Really.» Neil was studying the child, still talking with 
his head close to the Salvo. «He’s pretty little. I mean, they’re 
bloody big bullocks.» 

«E’as, ow you say, a gift.» She smiled fondly at the boy. 
Then she turned back to the journo. «They do anything 
with ’im.» 

Suddenly the girl was struck from the side and nearly 
knocked off her feet. The other child who had jumped onto 
the dray was crying and she grabbed at her. 

«I lost the ribbon.» she yelled. 

The French girl turned to comfort her. «What did you 
lose?» 

«The ribbon. You know, Friend’s ribbon. I lost it.» 

The girl’s mother appeared. «Now what?» 

«It’s gone.» The girl was bawling. «I lost the ribbon!» 

The two women exchanged amused glances. Then 
Ariette knelt down to be at the same height as the crying 
child. «Bridie, I know where you can find it.» 
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«Where?» The child was wide-eyed as she looked into 
her face. The journalist now saw that she was a Down's 
Syndrome child, which perhaps explained her wild energy. 

Ariette brushed the dishevelled hair from the girl’s face 
as she said: «I think, if you ask Friend, ’e will find it.» 

«Oh yeah!» The child crowed and ran to where the 
small boy sat on the straw bale. They watched as she waved 
her arms in the air, talking rapidly. The boy and the older 
man got up and they all walked off together, with the small 
dog scampering in front. 

The journalist had politely waited to get back to his 
interview. «What was that all about?» he said, mostly to 
draw attention back to himself. 

«Oh,» said the girl’s mother, «it’s nothing really. The little 
dog won a ribbon in the most obedient dog competition 
and Bridie, that’s my daughter, insisted on wearing it. Now 
she’s lost it somewhere.» 

«So now it’s a ‘lost-dog’ ribbon, eh?» He smiled wanly 
at his own joke, which no-one else got. 

As Hoppy came back to the group, he caught a 
cautionary look from the policeman but could not read it. 

«Sorry to hold you up,» he said to the journalist. “» You're 
from the ABC, is that right?» 

«Yes. Neil Cracknell.» He looked around at the group, 
not sure who belonged. 

«I was so impressed with what Will, that’s his name, 
right? What Will did in the arena just now.» 

«Oh you bet,» said Hoppy. «What you saw there is 
pretty unusual. Rare, you could say. This is a little bloke 
who has mastery over animals, I kid you not.» 

«Did you teach him?» 

«Not a bit of it. He’s totally natural. First time he tried, 
he had ’em in the palm of his hand. He’s got the gift.» 
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«How old is he?» 

E is just six,» said Ariette, still smouldering at Alex. 

«And, er, where’s his parents?» 

«Yeah, well that’s the thing,» said Hoppy. He caught the 
look from the policeman and realised what Alex was trying 
to convey. How much should he say? He shrugged. «We're 
not too sure.» 

«Really?» Neil made another note. 

Hoppy glanced at the group around him. «I reckon it’s OK 
to talk about him. I reckon we ought to be proud of him.» 

The mother of the Down’s Syndrome child put her arm 
around Hoppy. «I know Dad. It’s just, maybe you don’t 
want to make too much of a fuss over him, because, well, 
he’s still very little and so . . .» 

The policeman added. «It might be tough for him, if 
he’s in the spotlight.» He looked at the journalist. «I know 
youre looking for a good story, but you have to protect 
kids, you know.» 

«Of course, totally. I couldn't agree more.» Neil was 
nodding earnestly. «Look, really, I don’t want to intrude or 
anything. I just, well, I think he was pretty amazing out 
there. I think it’s great to support young people when they 
do something good, you know?» 

«And I agree,» said Hoppy. He looked around at the 
group. «None of us wants anything to happen to Will. We 
all know what he’s been through. I wouldn't let anything 
bad happen to him, I promise you.» He saw them all nod 
and looked around for Will himself. 

«Where is he?» 

His daughter said: «Bridie lost Friend’s ribbon and 
they've gone to look for it.» 

«On their own?» There was a sharp note of concern in 
Hoppy’s voice. 
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«Arnold’s with them,» said the policeman. 

«Oh right. He’s in good hands.» He looked at the young 
journalist. «When he gets back, I want you to meet him. 
He's a shy little blighter, but he’s got something very special. 
You can talk to him yourself. You never know, he might say 
something. And I’ll fill you in on a bit of his story.» 

He led the journalist over to the straw bales and they 
sat. The other three watched them for a minute then Ariette 
turned on the policeman. «So you do not tell me what I will 
say. You do understand?» 

«OK,» said Alex, lifting his palms in surrender. «I didn’t 
mean to upset you. I was just trying to help.» 

«You do not help.» And she turned on her heel and 
went looking for Will. 

Alex glanced at Vivian, Bridie’s mother, the only one 
left. «I don’t think I understand French women too well.» 

«She'll get over it,» she smiled, and then she too went 
looking for the children. 

Hoppy whistled up his three Kelpies and tied them 
to the rail before he patted an adjacent straw bale for the 
journalist to sit on. The sky was darkening quite quickly 
and Hoppy wanted to get the bullocks into the truck 
before the rain set in. He looked around to see if he could 
spot Will but had no luck. Neil beckoned to Simon who 
had continued to hover at the edge of the group, not sure 
whether he was meant to shoot anything. 

«Can we get this as an interview?» he asked Hoppy. 

«lf you want.» 

«We'll see how it goes. Nothing guaranteed. We'll only 
show what you're happy with. I’ll ask you a few questions 
and you can tell me the story. How’s that sound to you?» 

«OK.» Hoppy found himself involuntarily checking his 
stubble and adjusting his collar. 
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Neil said: «I'll do a bit of an intro first, like where we are 
and what we saw then I'll introduce you.» He glanced down 
at his notes. «Your name’s Hoppy, right?» 

«Er, Harold Hopkins actually.» 

«And you own the bullocks.» 

«Yep.» 

«And, youre Will’s guardian I believe.» 

«That's it.» 

«Alright then I think we'd better get started before it 
rains.» 

Neil nodded at Simon who positioned himself so the 
bullocks were in the background, then he gave the signal 
to start. 

Neil held his mike and looked into the camera. «The 
Campbell Town show today held a surprise for everyone 
who was lucky enough to be here. The star of the show was 
just a kid but he had the skills of an old hand. Young Will is 
just six years old but he can handle a team of eight bullocks 
with barely a flick of his whip. This kid had the crowd on 
its feet this afternoon with his masterful driving. With me 
is Mr Harold Hopkins who owns the team and he is Will’s 
guardian. Welcome Mr Hopkins.» 

Hoppy wasn't ready and his mouth opened but nothing 
happened. Neil simply went right on. 

«Tell us about this young genius.» 

Hoppy cleared his throat. «Well, I, er, I reckon... I 
er ...». Then he turned to Neil. «Do you think we could 
start again? I was a bit thrown off.» 

Neil nodded, trying to hide his annoyance. He always 
felt his first take was his best. He repeated the intro, then 
asked the question again. This time Hoppy was ready. 

«Yeah well, I seen some great bullockies in my time but 
this kid is, I gotta say, the best I ever saw. He’s a natural 
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bullocky. It’s like he was born with it. He just sits up there 
and they'll do exactly what he wants. There’s a vibe between 
this kid and these animals, it’s so real you can touch it.» 

«So you didn’t teach him?» Neil felt he needed to keep 
himself in the narrative. 

«Nah. First time he did it, I had me back turned. He 
just got up on the dray and they took off. I couldn’t believe 
it, it was like they'd worked together for years. Astonishing 
it was.» 

«And he’s just six years old.» 

«Yep.» 

«Now, I understand youre his guardian. Can you tell us 
about his parents?» 

«Not really. This kid was on his own when I found him. 
He was wandering in the bush with his dog, up near Fingal. 
You shoulda seen him. He had long hair, rags for clothes, 
lousy teeth. Most neglected kid I ever saw.» 

«That’s terrible. Have you tried to find his parents?» 

«Oh yeah. The social workers and the police, they've 
done a great job. The thing is, it’s a bit of a sad case, there 
was an old bloke looking after him but he died, see, and 
after that he had no-one.» 

«So for now youre looking after him.» 

«Yeah I am. And I’m very proud of him. He’s a great 
little kid.» 

And to his horror a lump came up in his throat and 
he could say no more. Neil caught it and looked into the 
camera. «So it’s been a great day at the Campbell Town 
Show. You can be sure we'll be seeing more of young Will 
if today is anything to go by. This is Neil Cracknell at the 
Campbell Town Show for ABC Tasmania.» 

He signalled to Simon. Then he turned to Hoppy. 
«That was great. Thanks a lot.» 
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Hoppy looked up at the gathering clouds to cover his 
discomfort and got up. «Yeah, no worries,» he said. «I better 
get on with the animals.» 

Simon came up to Neil. «Can we interview the kid, do 
you reckon?» 

«If we can find him, why not.» 

They didn’t have to look far. The Down’s Syndrome girl 
came charging towards Hoppy brandishing her ribbon. 

«Hoppy,; Hoppy, Hoppy!» she yelled as she came. 

He turned and she rushed at him, grabbing his legs, 
then she pulled back to show him what she'd retrieved. It 
was a bit muddy but she held it up proudly. 

«Where was it?» he asked. 

«Under the fence. Ariette said Friend would find it and 
he went straight there. He’s a super dog.» 

Then the rest of the group came back, the Salvation 
Army man talking with Vivian, Ariette holding Will’s hand. 
Alex, the policeman, hung back. 

Neil nodded at Simon and approached Ariette. «Do you 
think Will might like to say something for the camera?» 

She smiled warmly at him. «We can ask.» She crouched 
down and put her arm around the thin shoulders. «This man 
is from the television. ’E asks if you will talk with ’im.» 

The boy shyly looked up at the journalist. «What 
about?» 

Neil dropped down to his level. «I saw how beautifully 
you manage these animals. I wanted to ask you how you do 
it. Is that alright? 

There was a long second in which the child seemed to 
study the journalist’s eyes. Then he nodded. «OK.» 

Neil turned to set Simon up and Will held firmly to 
Ariette’s hand. When Neil turned back, he realised he was 
going to have to interview him just as he was. He was 
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about to start, when the Jack Russell moved in and the boy 
crouched to fondle him. 

To get his attention back, Neil said: «This your dog?» 

The boy nodded 

«What's his name?» 

«Friend.» 

«That's a great name.» He glanced up at Simon, who 
nodded his readiness. «So, Will,» said Neil, crouching 
down, «Can you tell us how you learned to drive a bullock 
team?» He extended the mike towards Will. 

The boy looked up from his dog and gazed at the 
journalist, then he shook his head. Ariette chipped in. «Is 
natural for ’im.». Simon pulled back to make sure she was 
in shot. 

Neil nodded. 

«Yeah, that’s what Mr Hopkins was telling us. So, Will, 
how does it feel, being up there, with your whip and those 
big bullocks? Must feel pretty good, eh?» 

The boy nodded. Then he said in a tiny voice, «You 
don’t have to use the whip, cause they know.» 

Then the moment was entirely ruined as Bridie barged in 
and yelled, «Take a photo, take a photo!» She stood in front 
of Will and Ariette with the now muddy ribbon held up. 

Neil glanced up at Simon. «That'll do,» he said. 

«Can I see it? Can I see it?» yelled Bridie, approaching 
Simon. While he obligingly turned his camera to re-run 
what he had just shot, so she could see, Will stood up and 
looked for Hoppy. 

«lt’s going to rain soon,» he said to Ariette. 

She had not noticed the clouds, but when she looked 
up she realised they would be getting wet if they didn’t 
get everything into the trucks. Now there was a flurry of 
activity as everyone helped to gather up the equipment, the 
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picnic chairs and table, the brushes for the bullocks, dog 
bowls, the traces and chains for the dray. George, Hoppy’s 
driver reappeared and backed up the semi to the ramp. The 
bullocks seemed as ready to leave as anyone and jostled 
each other into the truck, while the dray went into the 
other truck. Within minutes, George had the semi tailgate 
locked, gave everyone a cheerful wave and with a newly lit 
fag hanging from the corner of his mouth, pulled away and 
headed out. 

There were lots of goodbyes to be said, as Neil and 
Simon packed up their own equipment. Vince came back, 
not exactly walking straight, and waving a beer mug with 
«Campbell Town Show» in brown letters. «Got a souvenir,» 
he murmured. Neil knew he was not going to let Vince do 
any driving on the way back to Hobart. 

Vivian and Bridie were heading back to Hobart, too. 
Bridie gave her grandfather a huge sloppy kiss and told him 
he was «a super Hoppy». Then she gravely handed Will 
back the ribbon. «Sorry I nearly lost it,» she said, then she 
became still as she looked at him. «See you soon?» she said, 
tipping her head on one side to gauge his reaction. 

He nodded. 

Slightly apart from the family, Ariette was talking to 
Alex. He was still apologising, but now she leaned up and 
kissed him lightly on the lips. 

«Ce nest pas grave,» she said. «It means, don’t be too 
serious.» 

«Ok,» he responded. «When can I see you again?» 

«When you are ready.» She gave him a coquettish smile 
and turned away. 

The Salvation Army Officer was also preparing to leave. 
«It’s been a great day,» he said, shaking Hoppy’s hand. «You 


can be justly proud of what you've done.» 
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«Thanks, mate,» said Hoppy. «Come and see us any 
time.» 

«I will.» The old man then turned to Will. «We might 
get to see you on the ABC, maybe tomorrow? Pretty good, 
eh?» Will gazed at the old man, not sure what to say, but 
he nodded. Arnold shook his hand. «You did a great job 
today.» 

The first drops of rain came and everyone headed for 
shelter or their cars. 

Hoppy untied the Kelpies and put them in their box 
under the truck, called to Friend, and climbed into the cabin. 
Ariette helped Will up as the rain started in earnest, and 
Hoppy pulled the big truck away towards the showground 
gates. 

As the windscreen wipers flopped back and forth, 
Hoppy turned the truck onto the main north highway, 
heading back to the Esk Valley. 

«Gotta tell you,» he said, turning to his passengers, «this 
has been one hell of a really good day.» 
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It was not until the following evening that the ABC ran 
a short segment on the Campbell Town Show. 

By the time they had reached home, they were all 
exhausted. Will and Friend had slept the whole way, curled 
up in a warm little bundle under a tartan rug, between 
Hoppy and Ariette. They stopped by the yards where George 
had just finished off-loading the bullocks, but Will couldn't 
keep his eyes open. Up at the house, Hoppy had carried 
him to Ariette’s cottage, a limp played-out rag-doll body in 
his arms. Ariette stood with him beside the sofa-bed as they 
looked down at the unconscious boy. The dog had jumped 
up into its accustomed spot at the foot of the bed and was 
making nesting circles before it dropped down nose to tail. 

«Look at him,» said Hoppy quietly. «This kid has to 
be the most, I don’t know, innocent person in the whole 
world.» 

«I think is true,» she agreed. 

They looked at each other and smiled their tired 
smiles. 

«We did good,» he said. Then he leaned forward and 
kissed her on the cheek. 

«G’night,» he growled, and he was gone. 
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That Sunday they all slept in, nobody stirring despite 
the calls of Phantom the rooster and the raucous criticism 
of crows in the gums. Mid-morning breakfast was thrown 
together, and then wearily they went down to the yards to 
deal with the bullocks. Even they seemed lethargic, plodding 
out of their shed in ones and twos. Hoppy fed them and 
then turned them out into the paddock. 

It was as if they were all recovering and needed time to 
refind their natural rhythm. Rain squalls drifted across the 
fields and a cold wind threw loose gumleaf swirls across the 
driveway as they walked back up to the house. 

They ate a few left-overs for lunch and then everyone 
napped. 

Late in the afternoon there were phone calls from 
friends who had seen the Campbell Town show parade. At 
first, Hoppy was pleased to bathe in the praise of others, 
but soon got fed up saying the same things over and over. 
Tea was made in the kitchen and they sat together between 
the calls, saying little. Hoppy would announce who the 
latest caller was and they would sink back into comfortable 
silence. Will’s teacher Miss Viorney had called and Ann 
Hewson, the School Principal. Both had said how proud 
they were of Will and were looking forward to seeing him 
back at school. 

«School tomorrow,» said Hoppy. «You'll be a bit of a 
celebrity I reckon. Lots of your class mates were down there 
yesterday, I bet.» 

Will nodded absently. 

After dinner, already in his pyjamas, Will sat with Ariette 
and Hoppy in the lounge watching the ABC news. Hoppy 
had decided not to remind Will about the possibility, but 
inside himself he felt a nervous anticipation. If they were 
going to show it, Sunday night would be the time. 
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They sat through world affairs, an uprising in Africa, an 
earthquake in Indonesia, Tasmanian regional politics, and were 
almost at the end of the news half-hour when it came on. 

The news anchor mentioned Campbell Town and all 
three of them sat up in their chairs as if a bolt of electricity 
had gone through them. There was Neil Cracknell doing 
his intro and then the shots of Will, tiny on the bench of 
the dray in the middle of the arena. Simon had caught the 
momentum of the bullocks as he ran beside them and even 
briefly in front of them. Over their heads Will seemed to be 
as calm as the figurehead on a sailing ship. The sound of the 
crowd in the background and Hoppy’s voice over the loud 
speaker were the soundtrack. Then they cut to Hoppy’s 
interview and he squirmed in his seat as he heard and saw 
his own nervousness. 

«Jesus,» he muttered under his breath. 

Then there was the moment when Neil had interviewed 
Will. His tiny expressionless face filled the screen as he said: 
«You don't have to use the whip, ’cause they know.» 

Neil Cracknell signed off and the channel turned to the 
weather forecast. 

The three of them sat there oblivious to the predictions 
of a nasty week of squalls and showers. 

«Stupid!» said Hoppy finally. «Should’ve recorded it.» 

«It does not matter,» said Ariette in whose lap Will had 
sat very still. 

«No, I suppose youre right.» Hoppy used the remote to 
turn the TV off. «It would’ve been good to keep, you know, 
for when he’s grown up.» 

The implications of that long passage of time sat with 
them. 

At last Hoppy stirred himself. «I never saw myself on 
telly before. Don’t like it much. But I thought the camera 
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guy did a good set of shots of the bullocks. Did you like it, 
Will?» 

Will turned his head to look at Hoppy and he nodded. 

Hoppy added: «Did you like seeing yourself on telly?» 

«Mmmm.» It was a thoughtful response but hard to 
read. 

«I think you looked beautiful,» said Ariette. And she 
tousled his hair. Then she turned to Hoppy. «And you did, 
too.» 

«Well, thank you, Mademoiselle. I appreciate the 
compliment.» 

Then the phone started ringing in earnest and Hoppy 
was fielding more and more congratulations. It seemed like 
the whole Valley had been watching the ABC. 

Late in the evening as Will was heading for bed, the 
Quinns called from Hobart. Vivian was so excited. She said 
Bridie had nearly wet herself when she saw Hoppy and Will 
on the ABC. She said she was so proud of them all. 

Hoppy escorted Ariette out to the cottage and they put 
Will to bed. 

«Good night, son,» said Hoppy, and he kissed Will on 
the forehead. Ariette, unaware of how that expression can 
be used casually in English, looked at him with a searching 
look. 

«What?» he said. 

«You call ’im your son. Is nice.» 

«Oh yeah. It’s just an expression you know. But you're 
right, it’s nice.» 

She held Hoppy’s hands and she looked deeply into his 
eyes. «I think you are the only father ’e will ever ’ave.» 

«Probably,» he nodded. 

«So thank you,» and she reached up and kissed him, 
fully and sweetly on his lips. He stared at her. So much was 
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swirling around inside him. His love for Will, his pride in 
his bullocks, his wild jumble of feelings about her. 

He bit his lip. 

«Ariette,» he said, «you are one hell of a dangerous 
woman.» They stared at each other for the longest time, 
then she gently pushed him towards the door. 

«This dangerous woman is going to bed.» 
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It started the minute Hoppy’s Landcruiser bumped 
into the school carpark. Various parents rushed over to 
shake Hoppy’s hand and to compliment Will. It was hard 
to get out of the cab for the crush. Will clung to Ariette’s 
hand, retreating inside himself to escape the noise and the 
attention being thrust upon him. Finally Hoppy had to 
assert himself and he almost shouted: «Yeah well, thanks 
everybody. It’s been quite a weekend but we better get this 
little bloke to school.» Then he picked Will up so he was 
above the crowd and headed in with a melee of admirers on 
his tail. He glanced down at Ariette hurrying beside him. 
«Ah, it’s the price of stardom,» he muttered but she didn’t 
get it. A couple of the older children thrust exercise books 
in Hoppy’s path and asked him for his autograph and he 
had to laugh. 

Once they were inside the school foyer, Ann Hewson, 
the Principal, took control, sending students in the direction 
of their classes and asking the parents to go with their 
children. She beckoned Hoppy into her office. 

With the door closed it was a relief to be quiet. 

«Take a seat,» said Mrs Hewson. 

Hoppy pulled up several wooden chairs to make a row 
of three and they faced her across her desk. 
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«Well,» she said, «bit of a circus.» 

«Yeah, sorry about that,» said Hoppy. 

«No,» said the Principal. «It’s to be expected. It’s not 
often we have one of our students in the limelight, so it 
creates a stir when we do.» She looked down at Will, sitting 
between his two protectors, diminutive and indrawn. How 
unlike a celebrity he was. 

«Will,» she said. He looked up at her with his innocent 
eyes. «You were wonderful on Saturday. My husband Charlie 
was very impressed. How you can drive those bullocks is 
fantastic.» 

He nodded. 

«After this you will have to be ready for a bit of attention. 
Lots of people will want to talk to you. Lots of people will 
want to be your friend. Do you know what I mean?» 

Again he nodded. 

«I hope things will die down and get back to normal 
as soon as possible. You have lots of things to learn in your 
class, so I want you to not be afraid of all this fuss. OK?» 

«OK.» His voice was thin and remote but he was 
following what she said. She wondered how much he really 
understood. So much had happened to this small person in 
the few months she had known him. 

«Why don’t you let me walk you to your class?» She 
looked at Hoppy for his approval and he nodded. 

«Thanks, Ann,» he said, getting up and motioning 
to Ariette to follow him. «Give us a call if, you know, 
anything . . .» He didn’t want to finish it. 

«We'll be fine,» she said firmly. «Come on, Will.» She 
took him by the hand. Ariette and Hoppy stood by the 
office door as they passed. 

«Have a good day, mate,» said Hoppy. 
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«Bon courage,» whispered Ariette as she stooped to kiss 
him on the cheek. 

They watched him walk away down the corridor with 
his little backpack wobbling on his back. 

«Whew,» said Hoppy. They turned away and walked 
out to the Landcruiser. Perhaps as a way to distract 
themselves from worry about Will, Hoppy drove down to 
the Fingal newsagent to pick up “The Mercury’. There was 
a small crowd of locals all with their noses in the paper. The 
minute Hoppy walked in with Ariette, there was an instant 
reaction. 

«Here he is!» said one of Hoppy’s neighbours, Horry 
Barwick, a loud-mouthed, thick-set redfaced tiller of the 
soil. He and Hoppy had endured some nasty interactions 
over the years, disagreements about intersecting fence lines 
and mutual blame for straying cattle. Now, however, the 
man was beaming in Hoppy’s direction. «Look at your 
boy!» he said, turning the paper. 

It was in the centre of the fourth page, a midrange 
shot of Will perched on the dray with the little Jack Russell 
beside him. The caption above the photo read: «Bullocky 
boy,» and below it was a short description of what Will had 
done at the Campbell Town Show. 

«Hells bells!» said Hoppy. He couldnt keep the 
smile off his face. They crowded around him with more 
congratulations. Ariette found herself surrounded by 
farmers and their wives all talking together and of which 
she could make very little. 

Hoppy pushed forward to the counter and bought six 
copies of the paper. Josie, who ran the newsagency, said: «You 
can order copies of that photo you know. The Mercury’ Il 
send it to you. I already put one in the window, see?» She 
pointed to the glass front of her shop, where she had cut 
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out a copy of the photo from the paper and added her own 
caption: «Our little hero», and stuck it facing out. «Gonna 
have to order in more copies,» she said, «Way things are 
looking.» 

There was an air of goodwill all round and it took quite 
a while for them to extricate themselves. 

The only strange moment was when one of the women 
sidled up to Ariette and said, out of the corner of her mouth: 
«How's Hoppy in the hay? Not too out of practice is he?» 
Ariette didn’t understand what was said but the tone of the 
voice warned her not to pursue it. She looked sternly at the 
woman and said: «’Ave a good dav.» 

They climbed into the cab of the Landcruiser and sat 
there, waving to various passersby, who all wanted to be 
noticed. 

«I tell you,» said Hoppy, «being a celebrity takes a bit 
of work.» 

«Can we go ‘ome now?» Ariette was feeling 
uncomfortable and wondering whether Hoppy was really 
enjoying all the adulation. She was not. 


When the Principal reached Miss Viorney’s class, 
holding Will’s hand, there was the inevitable ruckus coming 
from inside. As she opened the door it instantly subsided. 

«Good morning, class,» she said and they responded 
in their uniform practiced singsong group voice: «Good 
morning, Mrs Hewson.» 

«As many of you know, Will here was on the ABC last 
night. How many of you saw it?» 

Various hands went up. 

«Who can tell me what happened?» 

Damien Parry’s hand shot up in the air. «Me! I can.» he 


yelled. 
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Knowing that Damien had been deputised to be 
something of a mentor to Will when he first arrived at the 
school, she indulged him. «Yes, Damien?» 

He stood up looking flushed. He was a chubby boy not 
known to say anything much in front of others but this was 
his moment. 

«He drove the bullocks at the Campbell Town Show. I 
saw him. I was there with me Mum and Dad.» 

«Quite right.» Mrs Hewson smiled at him. «Can anyone 
add anything else?» 

One of the girls added that Will said he could drive the 
bullocks without a whip. She looked at him, as she said this, 
and he flushed and looked down. 

«Is that right, Will? You can drive those bullocks without 
the whip?» 

He looked up at her shyly and nodded. 

«Can you tell us how you drive them?» she asked, 
thinking that maybe one of the best ways to normalise the 
situation would be to get him to talk. 

He licked his lips, then he looked up at her, then across 
at his teacher, Miss Viorney. She smiled encouragingly and 
said: «Do you talk to them?» 

He nodded. 

«What do you say?» 

«Hyyiiaa,» he said with a small voice. 

«And what do they do when you say that?» 

«They start to go.» He dared not look at the class so he 
kept his eyes on Miss Viorney. 

«What if you want them to stop?» Her voice was warm 
and welcoming. He wanted to please her. 

«Wayyy back.» 

«ls that all?» yelled some boy from the back of the room. 
«Anyone can do that.» 
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The sound of it drew Will out of himself and he turned 
to see where it came from. The boy sneered at him and 
somewhere inside himself Will knew he had seen him before. 
He stared at him, then it came to him. Maybe this was the 
boy who had said Friend wasn’t his dog. It had happened 
one day outside the Fingal pub. A little spark of anger arose 
inside him and he looked at the boy with narrowed eyes. 

«You got to be their friend or they won't do anything.» 
His voice was not much stronger than usual but there was 
just a hint of defiance. The two adults glanced at each other 
with raised eyebrows, before Mrs Hewson spoke. 

«I was there on Saturday, Andrew, and I saw what Will 
can do.» She looked steadily at the boy in the back row. 
Then she looked round the room. «Most of you are farmer’s 
children and you know that working with animals is not 
something that everybody can do. I think we should be very 
proud of what one of our classmates has done. I think we 
should give him a round of applause.» 

The class dutifully clapped, with the exception of 
Andrew, the boy at the back who ostentatiously moved his 
hands but not so that they met. 

«Thank you, Miss Viorney,» said Mrs Hewson. «I won't 
hold you up any more. Why don’t you go to your seat, Will?» 
She gave him a gentle push from behind and he obediently 
went over to his place. Damien gave him a friendly smile as 
he sat down. 

«Have a good day, everyone,» said the Principal and the 
class replied in unison: «thank you, Mrs Hewson.» 

The rest of the morning went on without incident, 
except for playtime when Andrew Tranter, the boy at the 
back, deliberately bumped into Will in the playground and 
yelled: «Hiyaa!!» and then ran off laughing. Several of the 
girls had seen this and yelled at him: «Stupid dumbo!» The 


26 


Devil Whisperer 


girl who had spoken about Will not using the whip came 
and sat next to him as he ate his snack. «I saw you on the 
TV,» she said, «and I thought you were real good.» 

He looked up at her shyly and managed a smile. 

«Do you like Smarties?» she said. She was holding a 
small rectangular, brightly coloured box. To tempt him, she 
tipped some of them into her hand. 

He mutely put out his hand and she poured some in. 

«I like the green ones best,» she said. «Which ones do 
you like?» 

«Dunno,» he managed. 

Some of the other girls came and sat with them and 
he found himself surrounded by girlish giggles. They didn’t 
seem to mind that he didn’t say anything. He quietly ate his 
Smarties, one by one, until the bell rang. 

The afternoon floated by and although he tried to 
concentrate on what Miss Viorney was doing, Will found 
himself drifting away into his own world. Miss Viorney 
noticed but said nothing. 

Hoppy and Ariette were there when the final bell went 
and he ran to them and hugged them both. They were like 
that when Miss Viorney came up to them. 

«How'd he go?» asked Hoppy. 

«I think he did very well,» she said and smiled at Will. 
«He spoke in class today for the first time.» 

«Did you mate? Good on ya!» Hoppy clapped him on 
the shoulder and it made Will laugh. He loved it when 
Hoppy did that. «What did you say?» 

«About the bullocks.» 

«Good for you. "Course, now youre an expert. I seen 
you on TV!» And Hoppy happily laughed, as much out 
of relief as anything else. Will had survived another day at 
school. 


or 
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The rest of the week fell into a rhythm. Will went off 
to school each day and Ariette and Hoppy spent the day on 
the farm, working the bullocks and all the myriad chores 
that kept them from having to make much conversation. 
At lunch, they would make small talk but it seemed that 
for both of them, there were boundaries not to be crossed. 
There was an air of uncertainty between them, the as yet 
unaskable question about the future. How was all this going 
to work? 

The phone still rang and Hoppy continued to field the 
calls. The novelty was beginning to wear off. He'd phoned 
“The Mercury’ to order half a dozen copies of the photo 
from page four. When Will had seen it in the paper, at the 
end of the first day, he had stared down at it fora long silent 
moment. 

«You can't see Butch’s head,» he said. Hoppy leaned 
over his shoulder. 

«Bloody right,» he said, «they cut him out of the shot. 
I didn’t notice that.» Butch was the lead bullock, the key 
to the success of the whole team. «Bloody cheek.» Hoppy 
muttered, «it’s like taking a photo of the footy team and 
leaving out the Captain. I oughta complain.» But of course 
in every other way Hoppy was certainly not complaining. 
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They found a wooden frame to put the newspaper photo 
in while they waited for the copies to arrive. It sat on the 
kitchen table for every meal. 

Every afternoon, as soon as Will was back from school, 
he became their natural focus, and Hoppy and Ariette each 
seemed to breathe out as soon as he was with them, as if 
they had both held their breath all day. 

The following Friday, at the end of the afternoon, 
Damien Parry's Mother had called, inviting Will to attend 
Damien's seventh birthday party the following weekend. 
Will had been to the Parry place just the once and had not 
wanted to stay. Hoppy took the call and told her he'd get 
back to her. 

«Oh I do hope he can come,» she enthused. «We are 
very fond of Will you know.» Hoppy hung up and muttered 
to himself. «I bet you are. Bit of reflected glory is what I 
reckon.» 

He found Will and Ariette feeding the chooks. The 
brightly coloured bantams were crowded round Will’s boots 
as he poured the grains into their feeder. He was careful not 
to stand on them. Phantom, the rooster, stayed aloof at the 
pitch of the roof of the hen-house surveying his harem, until 
Will lifted up his hand full of seeds. The rooster accepted 
the invitation and took off, flapping furiously and landed 
on Will’s arm. He wasn’t much of a size but nonetheless 
Will’s arm dipped as he landed and the seeds scattered. The 
rooster inspected Will’s palm, pecked at what was left and 
dropped to the ground amongst his consorts. 

«You are not frightened he will bite you?» said Ariette, 
although by now she knew his affinity with all living 
creatures meant he was not afraid at all. 


He grinned at her. «Nah.» 
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It was good that he could smile, she thought. When he 
first came, he had such terrible teeth he tended not to open 
his mouth at all. Although he had lost most of them, and 
the dentist in Longford had extracted some of the worst 
damage of what was left, at least now he seemed more at 
ease and smiled quite often, although always very shyly. 
So often as she watched him, her heart would ache. How 
vulnerable he was, how fragile. She wanted to be like these 
chooks when they had a new brood, she could spread her 
wings over him and protect him from the world. 

She turned when Hoppy came into the chook-yard. 

«Will,» he called. «You've got a social engagement.» 

Both Will and Ariette looked puzzled. 

«That was Diane Parry on the phone, you know, 
Damien’s Mum.» They both nodded. «Anyway, it’s his 
birthday next Saturday. He’s having a party and youre 
invited. Wanna go?» 

Will studied Hoppy’s face as he so often did. It was as 
if he was looking for signs beyond what Hoppy had said. 
Whenever he did that, Hoppy always felt a little unnerved 
but he was learning to let it be. Will was unlike any of his 
kids, unlike any kid he'd ever seen. And then Will nodded. 

«OK,» he said, not sounding enthusiastic. 

«Good for you,» said Hoppy and clapped him on the 
shoulder, which made the chooks at his feet scatter in alarm. 

“E will ’ave to bring a cadeau, ’ow you say, a present, 
no?» Ariette assumed Australian children’s parties were the 
same as French ones. 

«Oh yeah,» said Hoppy. ‘Got any ideas, Will?» 

«He likes Lego,» said Will. 

«Oh that’s great,» said Hoppy. «We better scoot up to that 
toy place in Launceston and get him some.» They had made 
several visits to the huge toy barn as Hoppy tried to create 
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what he supposed was the right set of playing equipment 
for a six year old. «We can go tomorrow morning. What do 
you reckon?» 

Will gazed at Hoppy for moment, a slight frown on his 
face. Then it cleared. «Can we see Arnold?» 

«What?» Hoppy had missed it, but Ariette knew what 
he meant. 

«This toy place is near where Arnold lives, no?» 

«Oh yeah. Yeah it is. You want to pay him a visit?» 

«Mmm.» A sweet smile played across the child’s lips. 

Hoppy grinned. «I bet he'd love to see you too. You 
know he saw that shot of you in “The Mercury’? I’ll give 
him a call. And I better tell Diane you're OK for the party. 
That alright with you?» 

«OK.» Somehow thinking about seeing his Salvation 
Army friend had given him more enthusiasm. 

Morning chores took on an added urgency so they could 
get away to Launceston in time for morning tea with Major 
Smith. Soon the Landcruiser was off along the Highway 
with Friend sitting up on Will’s lap staring out in front like 
a sentry. Any on-coming vehicle was fixedly followed until it 
disappeared behind them, then he'd watch for the next one. 

Hoppy gave a him a scratch behind his ear. «Got our 
own dog radar I reckon!» 

Neither of his passengers understood what he'd said and 
he kept his eyes on the road. Having them all beside him 
filled him with contentment, all three of them. He'd never 
had much time for little dogs, but this little feller was quite a 
character and Hoppy was getting downright fond of him. 

The inevitable brown fog hung over Launceston as they 
dropped down off the back hills and many of the oncoming 
cars still had their lights on. They pulled up outside Arnold’s 
neat little cottage. The Major must have been at the window 


a 


Alastair Sharp 


looking out for them, because the minute they pulled up, 
he was there to greet them. 

«Come on in,» he said, shaking hands with them all. 
Ariette insisted on kissing him on both cheeks. Hoppy 
grinned at him. «Gotta get used to it, mate. Continental 
women have to do it their way.» 

Inside the cosy little cottage, the fire blazed, the tea sat 
all ready on the white trolley, and slices of fruitcake ringed 
a willow pattern cake-plate. Hoppy had brought the old 
man a gift. 

«Thought you'd like a dozen of the bantams’ eggs. Free 
range, fresh laid, no artificial ingredients. « 

«That’s most generous.» The old man was genuinely 
touched. 

They settled in his comfy, well-worn armchairs and 
Ariette organised a tray for Will’s tea. 

As Arnold poured the tea, Hoppy proudly recounted 
how many phone calls they'd received that week after Will’s 
triumph at the show. 

«I reckon the phone nearly melted with over-use,» 
chuckled Hoppy. His pride in Will and his good-hearted 
enthusiasm pleased the old man immensely. 

Then they sat and drank their tea. «It’s great to see you, 
Will,» said Arnold. «I thought you did very well on the 
ABC. You spoke very clearly.» 

Will nodded, seeming to accept this compliment as a 
statement of fact. 

«Oh, he’s getting to be quite a talker is our Will,» added 
Hoppy. «He spoke at school on Monday, didn’t you mate?» 

Will nodded. 

«Well, well,» said the Major, settling back with his tea on 
his lap. «I think the world is going to see a lot more of you.» 
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Will looked at the Major steadily. It seemed as if he was 
watching the old man’s words reach him and then he was 
holding them, making sure he understood. 

«Do you know,» said the Major, quite aware of Will’s 
attention on him, «in India they believe that you live more 
than once. It’s an interesting idea, don’t you think?» 

Hoppy frowned, wondering if this was the right kind 
of conversation to conduct with a six year old. Arnold 
had already shared a number of his experiences of being a 
Salvation Army missionary in India and Will had certainly 
always taken an interest. 

Ariette said: «Is reincarnation, no?» She said it with her 
French accent. Arnold repeated it in English. «Reincarnation, 
yes.» 

«I was thinking of Sam,» said the Major. «He'd’ve been 
so proud of you, what you can do with the bullocks, being 
on TV, and now your picture in “The Mercury’. Who 
knows, maybe he’s already come back as a little bird and 
he’s watching everything you do.» 

«Do you believe in this? «asked Ariette. Hoppy sipped 
his tea. This was a subject he had no opinion on. 

«Oh,» said the Major, «I like to keep an open mind. It’s 
not part of Christian doctrine of course, but we might have 
missed something.» 

«I think it could be true,» she said. «Maybe I was Jeanne 
d’Arc in another life.» She smiled at Will. «One day I will 
tell you the story of her.» 

«And what about Will, eh?» Arnold Smith looked at the 
serious face that was studying his own. «Who were you in 
your past life?» 

«Il don’t know,» he said. And yet he didn’t sound 
completely convinced. It was almost as if he had some other 
information but couldn't quite reach it. 
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The conversation moved on. Ariette and the Major 
loved to reminisce aboutstheir very different experiences of 
India. The Major said that if nothing else, all his years there 
had made him a much more tolerant person. 

«It is a country where you have to be tolerant,» said 
Ariette. «So many people, so many religions, so many 
cultures. And it is amazing somehow they all live together.» 

«The world’s largest working democracy,» agreed the 
Major. 

«In the jungle,» said Will. The eyes of the three adults 
turned in surprise. 

«Cheri?» said Ariette. The boy was smiling, almost in 
relief. He had remembered something. 

«I was in the jungle and I was friends with animals, like 
now.» 

«What do you mean?» asked the Major. 

«Like you said.» Will gazed at the Major, sure that he 
would understand. 

«Do you mean, when I asked you who you were?» 

«Mmm.» 

«And you remember?» 

«Mmm.» Will was nodding. He seemed to be able to 
see it. «Lots of animals.» 

«Maybe he was Tarzan,» said Hoppy, not able to keep 
the sarcasm out of his voice. «King of the jungle, eh?» 

«Oppy!» said Ariette sharply. 

«Sorry,» he said, «it’s all a bit far-fetched for me.» 

«Well,» said the Major, «who knows about these things.» 
Then he smiled at Will. «There must be some good reason 
why you are so clever with animals. Of course it doesn’t 
really matter why, it is just something God gave you. It is a 
gift and I am sure you will use it very well.» 

«Mmm,» said Will, nodding carefully. 
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They bought a ridiculously expensive box of Lego 
that included a solar-powered battery to run a motor for 
whatever was built. Hoppy couldn't believe what valuable 
commodities simple building blocks has evolved into. 
Someone was making a bundle. 

On the return journey the gift-wrapped box sat on 
Ariette’s lap, as Will had Friend on his. The box was a good 
deal bigger than the dog. 

As the Landcruiser turned off the main north-south 
highway, heading east along the Esk Valley towards Fingal, 
Ariette looked over at Hoppy. 

«You do not believe it is possible to ’ave a life before 
this one?» 

He looked across at her, over Will’s head. «Oh, I dunno. 
Maybe if I could remember who I was then I s’pose it 
wouldn't be a question.» 

She glanced down to see if Will was following the 
conversation, and he smiled up at her over the dog’s ears. «I 
think it is possible,» she said. 

«D’you remember who you were? I know you said 
somebody back there but I didn’t catch who it was.» 

«I was not serious about Jeanne D’Arc.» 


«Who?» 
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«Jeanne D’Arc. You know, she is the saint for France. She 
could hear voices and she led the soldiers of the Dauphin. 
She died . . .» Then she glanced down realising that it was 
unwise to describe the fiery execution of France's patron 
saint in front of a six year old. 

«Oh,» said Hoppy. «You mean Joan of Arc.» 

«Owie!» snorted his French passenger. «That is not ’ow 
you say ’er name.» 

«Beg your pardon, Mademoiselle.» Hoppy pulled out 
to pass two semi-trailers carrying fat lambs and he had to 
concentrate for a minute. Then he looked back across at his 
passengers. «Anyway, the whole question of reincarnation, 
like any questions about religion and all that, well, it’s 
something you can’t prove.» 

They spent the rest of the journey in silence. Hoppy 
found himself puzzling over why the possibility of previous 
lives was still bothering Ariette. He had lived a simple 
practical farmer’s life, where questions of life and death were 
not much more complicated than which calves were ready 
to send to the abattoirs. The death of his son, an artist, by 
suicide, was perhaps the closest he ever came to probing 
the questions of life and what it meant. His son, Jack, had 
been a total mystery to him, his darkly negative paintings 
speaking of some kind of deep inner pain that Hoppy had 
no way to understand. Was Jack better off now? Maybe 
he got reborn as someone less tortured. Hoppy shook his 
head as this thought came to him. Maybe there could be 
something to all this reincarnation business. 

The afternon was bitterly cold when they got back to 
the farm. Hoppy sniffed the air. «It'll snow on Ben Lomond 
I'd say. You can smell it coming.» 

«You ’ave snow ’ere?» asked Ariette, as she helped Will 
down from the cab. 
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«Up there, you do. There’s a ski place, chair lifts and all 
that. Down here we get a bit now and then but nothing that 
sticks around.» 

«So it will get cold?» 

«Oh yeah. Can be bitter.» 

«So we must think about warm clothes for Will.» She 
was still carrying the wrapped Lego box as they walked 
towards the house. 

«Yeah,» said Hoppy. «I’ve been thinking about that. The 
other thing is your cottage. It’s not easy to keep it warm in 
the winter. Maybe you ought to move into the house.» 

She walked toward her little cottage and Will trotted 
along beside her. Friend was off sniffing in the bushes 
and the Kelpies were barking from their enclosure, clearly 
suggesting that it was time to be fed. 

She opened the door and stood looking at her little 
domain. Since she had arrived, it had been her haven, her 
own private space. When she first came, it was with Etienne, 
her French travelling companion, a fractious self-centred 
young Parisian with restless feet. His interest in learning to 
drive a bullock team had rapidly waned and he had taken 
off soon after, on his own. Then Will had appeared, saving 
Ariette from the feet of Butch, the lead bullock, and she had 
made him his little nest on the sofa bed. Their life together 
in the cottage had given her a kind of happiness that she had 
never known. When Etienne turned up and demanded that 
she go off travelling with him again, she had no hesitation 
in refusing. They had parted in a fiery French verbal brawl 
and he had gone to the police in revenge, to report that 
Hoppy was harboring this lost kid. Etienne was the worst 
thing she had experienced in Tasmania. 

It was not going to be easy to leave this cottage. 
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«Maybe just for the winter, you know?» She looked up 
at Hoppy. 

«I know,» he wiodteds «You like your privacy.» 

The question of the cottage came into even sharper 
focus several days later when Kathy Foley, the social worker, 
dropped in at the end of a blustery afternoon, when soft 
whispers of snow threaded through the barbed wire fences 
and the cattle stood in clusters for mutual warmth. She had 
called every so often to check on Will, and as she was in the 
area asked if she could drop in. Hoppy had been wary of her 
all along, given his basic suspicion of anything connected 
to government bureaucracy. Still, she had enabled him to 
become Will’s foster parent and he was grateful for that. 

She was sitting in her Ford Escort, with the heater on 
full bore, when they got back from school. Hoppy invited 
her in and they sat round the kitchen table over a pot of tea 
and Anzacs. She had seen the ABC segment and the photo 
in “The Mercury’. 

«They must be very proud of you at school,» she said, 
watching Will carefully dunk his Anzac and suck it in before 
it got too soggy. 

He looked up shyly once the biscuit had been dealt 
with and nodded. 

«Even gave a bit of talk,» added Hoppy proudly. «And 
Josie put a copy of his photo in the window of the newsagent. 
He’s the town’s own hero.» 

«Well, that’s wonderful isn’t it?» She smiled indulgently 
at Hoppy’s undisguised proprietorship. «So he’s settling 
in?» She addressed this to Ariette, having worked out, she 
thought, what the relationship was in this threesome. 

«Oh yes,» responded Ariette, «this is ’is ome.» 
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«Does he have his own room now?» She had seen the sofa 
set-up in the cottage and frowned at it, but back then, when 
things were temporary, she had let it pass unquestioned. 

«In the cottage with his girlfriend,» said Hoppy, then 
instantly regretted his indiscretion. «You know what I mean.» 

«Oh yes,» Kathy nodded. «I presumed that was a 
short-term arrangement. I think, now that you are his 
formal guardian, his foster parent, I do think you should 
give him his own private space. You must have room in this 
big house.» 

“E likes to sleep with me.» Ariette did not have the 
subtlety of language to soften the image. 

«Hmm,» said Kathy, not wanting to antagonise but 
aware of her social worker requirements. «The Department 
does really prefer that children have their own room, a 
proper bed, you know what I mean.» 

«That Department of yours seems to be a hot-bed of 
rules, doesn’t it?» sneered Hoppy. 

Kathy chose not to rise to the bait. «I know it all sounds 
horribly bureaucratic, but I do think it is important. Right 
now Will is only little but as he grows up . . . You know 
what I mean.» 

«Yeah,» said Hoppy and grudgingly he knew she was 
probably right. «Anyway it gets bloody cold out there, so 
we were thinking of making a shift.» 

«Oh good.» She smiled down at Will who had been 
carefully following the conversation. «Next time I come, 
you can show me your new room.» 

«OK,» he said. 

In all other respects, she was pleased with what she saw 
and she complimented Hoppy. This lightened the pressure 
and by the time they saw her out to her car, everyone was 
smiling. «I only wish there more people like you in this 
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valley,» she said in parting. «There are so many children in 
need of a warm bed and a secure roof over their heads.» 

Featherlight swirls of snow rose and fell in her wake as 
the Ford crossed the cattle grate, and they all retreated back 
to the warmth of the kitchen. 

Putting away the tea things, Hoppy said, «so we'd better 
get on with it.» 

When Ariette looked puzzled, he said: «choose a room 
for Will.» Each of Hoppy’s three children had had their own 
rooms. Whenever Vivian came to stay with her daughter 
and sometimes her husband Don, they always stayed in her 
old room. That left Carol, the older daughter’s room, which 
was currently mostly full of boxes, and Jack’s room, almost 
a no-go zone for Hoppy. He rarely set foot in it and when 
he did, it was as if he had to hold his breath while he was 
in there. The house had two other smaller rooms that had 
been used as guest bedrooms, a sewing space for Sheila and 
Hoppy’s office. 

«You've got a choice in this hotel, sir,» Hoppy said 
grinning at Will. «How about you take your pick.» 

Will, however, looked up at Ariette. «Where will you 
sleep?» he asked. 

She thought about it for a second then she said: «I think 
I will stay in the cottage.» Both her men frowned and she 
had to laugh. «I see you both not ’appy!» 

«Nah,» said Hoppy. «Can't have that. You'll freeze your 
arse off in there, come July.» 

«Mmm,» added Will. «I don’t want you to be cold.» 

«So, where should I sleep then?» She was genuinely 
touched by their concern. 

Hoppy headed for the kitchen door. «How about we 
take the guided tour and work it out.» 
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As they moved from one room to the next Hoppy 
realised that his house was drab. He saw it as if for the first 
time, as others would see it. He hadn't painted anything for 
years, the carpets were the same, the curtains, the ornaments, 
all arrested in motion more or less since Sheila had died. 

«Not exactly the Ritz is it?» he admitted. 

Hoppy dreaded what might happen when Will entered 
Jack’s room. He really hoped it was not going to be the one. 
Will stood very still in the middle. He was like a wild animal 
arriving on top of a ridge and sniffing the air. He seemed to 
be reading the room. The window faced the dog yard and 
he could see the Kelpies roaming along their fence. Beyond 
it, veiled in the snow mist was the bullock shed down the 
track. «Here,» he said. And then Hoppy knew that he was 
going to say that, even before he entered the room. This is 
the reincarnation of having a son in the house, he wryly 
thought to himself. 

«Alright,» he said with false brightness. «This is Will’s 
new room.» Then he turned to look at Ariette. «He beat 
you to it, if you were thinking of this one.» 

«No,» she smiled at him and put her arm around Will’s 
shoulder. «Is nice.» She walked to the window and looked 
out. «Is just right for im.» 

«So what about you?» 

She chose the small sewing room towards the back of 
the house, not too far from Will but very close to the back 
door. The unwelcome thought crossed Hoppy’s mind, as 
she decided, that maybe she felt she needed to be handy to 
an exit. It was also the room furthest from Hoppy’s. 
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Somehow the decisions about the rooms opened up a 
new energy for them all. Hoppy decided the whole house 
needed a good refurbish and within days a white van bounced 
up the track with ‘Interiors to Dye For’ emblazoned in wavy 
gold letters along the side. 

When it came to rest and the Kelpies had announced 
its arrival, Hoppy came out to meet his crew. They were 
both the same size, same squarish shape and with the same 
bobbed white hair-dos. 

«G day,» he called. «Right on time, lunch is nearly ready.» 

«Right on time, right on budget,» said the driver as she 
climbed down. «How’s it going, Hoppy?» 

«Can't complain,» he said, and shook her hand. 

The other woman came round the van and she shook 
his hand, too. «Well,» she said, «I reckon it’s about time you 
let us turn your hovel into a palace.» 

These were the Hollway Sisters, Jane and Janet. They 
had been born and raised in the Valley, Janet having gone 
to school with Hoppy. It was Jane who had started in the 
painting and decorating business, when she married an 
Italian named Guido. He was an artisan and a perfectionist 
and he taught her well. They'd made a good name for 
themselves up in Launceston till he'd contracted some kind 
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of auto immune disease. They'd struggled on till it was clear 
he couldn't continue, and it was then that Janet joined 
in. Her husband had just left her, all of a sudden, and 
announced he was a Jehovah’s Witness and she was impure. 
She desperately needed a new distraction. She had trained 
as an accountant and had a good head for business. Over 
the years the sisters, both childless, had become locked 
together and worked so well they seemed to read each 
other’s minds. When Guido finally passed on, they turned 
themselves into one of the most sought-after decorators in 
northern Tasmania. Busy as they were, when Hoppy called 
them, they made a big effort to fit him in right away. Janet 
had had quite a crush on Hoppy before he left high school 
and shed seen the ABC program. On top of that, of course, 
they had heard the gossip that Hoppy had found himself 
a very young and very sexy French mistress and they were 
impatient to get a look at her. 

They marched into the house carrying colour charts 
and sample books. The sexy young French mistress was at 
the stove, in an apron, making a gloriously garlic-scented 
omelette. 

«Ariette,» said Hoppy, with more than a hint of pride in 
his voice. «This is Janet and Jane, who I told you about.» 

«Bonjour,» she said and wiped her hands on her apron 
before she shook hands with the artisans. «Lunch will be 
ready tout de suite.» 

The sisters exchanged glances and subtly nodded. 
Hoppy had a hot one all right! 

The omelette was superb, served with fresh parsley 
from the garden, struggling to stay alive with the snow, but 
still there. While they ate, they caught up with each other's 
news. Ariette tried to follow the conversation but it seemed 
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that half of what they said was in some kind of impenetrable 
local Valley patois. 

The sister skirted around the hot topic for a while, but 
finally they couldn't resist any longer. 

«So,» Janet said brightly turning to Ariette, «when did 
you two hook up?» 

« Ook up?» Ariette looked to Hoppy for help. 

«Nah,» said Hoppy, grinning. «I know what yous have 
heard on the grapevine. Makes a good yarn but it’s not what 
youd think. The whole Valley’s convinced I’m starting a 
harem. » 

«Doesn't look like it’s doing you any harm.» 

«I wont argue with that, but the truth is Ariette started 
off wanting to learn about driving the bullocks.» 

«Did you?» Jane turned to question Ariette. «What on 
earth for?» 

Ariette smiled at them. «Is something, ’ow you say, 
exotic, no?» 

«I s’pose.» Jane had never been an animal person so she 
couldn’ see it at all. 

«Anyway,» said Hoppy, wanting to keep control of the 
storyline. «Not long after she arrived, her boyfriend took 
off. He wasn’t into it. Then a couple of days later Will 
turned up.» 

«We saw him on the telly. Incredible little kid.» 

«E rescue me from Butch,» added Ariette. 

«Who?» 

«My lead bullock,» explained Hoppy. «He’s a stubborn 
old coot and you got to watch him. He caught her with her 
back turned and knocked her out. 

«Oh my God!» Both sisters looked shocked. 

«But Will, ’°e came and make Butch go back,» said 
Ariette. 
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«That kid’s got the knack with animals, that’s what it 
is.» Again the note of pride played in Hoppy’s voice. 

«And you said on the telly that he doesn’t have any 
parents.» 

«That’s right.» 

The two sisters were staring at Hoppy, fascinated. 

«Incredible,» said Jane. 

«Anyway, to cut a long story short, I’m now his foster 
parent and Ariette is his, well I don’t know what youd call it.» 

«Surrogate mother maybe?» Janet ventured. 

«Big sister more like,» said Hoppy. 

«Will is my friend,» said Ariette firmly. «I look after ’im.» 

Then the conversation turned to business and they 
began the tour of the house, discussing colours and styles. 
The sisters tended towards keeping the colonial tones that 
the house would have had in the beginning, while Ariette 
rather liked bright colours. Hoppy wasn’t too sure what 
he wanted and let them argue it out. With Will’s room, 
however, Ariette was very clear. 

«Is for ’im to choose, no?» she said looking for Hoppy’s 
co-operation. 

«Oh yeah, of course.» Hoppy hadn’ really given it a 
thought. «He'll be back from school in an hour. We can ask 
him.» 

«Oh good,» said Janet, «I was hoping we would get to 
meet him.» 

In the meantime they began measuring rooms with 
their fancy laser marker and making notes in a miraculously 
slim computer notebook. Hoppy was impressed with all 
their new-fangled instruments. «Not just a paintscraper and 
a brush these days, eh?» 

The sisters worked on, room by room, while Hoppy 
and Ariette went off to fetch Will. 
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By the time they came back, the sisters were all done. 
Will shyly shook hands with them and Ariette asked him if 
he would like to choose the colours for his room. 

He nodded gravely and they followed him up the 
corridor. 

He stood in the middle of the room and slowly turned, 
as if he could see the way it should look. 

Then he pointed to the wall facing the window. It was 
a cream wallpaper with square marks indicating where a 
painting used to hang. «It’s blue,» he said. 

Janet fanned out her colour chart to show him. «Would 
you like to choose one?» 

He frowned as he studied them. Then he pointed. «Like 
the flowers. Sam’s flowers.» 

Janet looked up at Hoppy. «Irises,» he said. 

«Oh?» said Jane, «you like irises?» When he silently 
nodded, she opened her wallpaper catalogue and showed 
him the sample of iris wallpaper. The look of delight he 
shone on her stunned her. Then she said: «You see the 
colour of the back ground?» He nodded. «Would you like 
the other walls to be that colour?» 

«Yeah!» he said with such a delight in his voice that the 
others had to laugh. 

What then followed was lively discussion about curtains 
and bedspreads, all of it way outside Hoppy’s comfort zone 
but he smiled gamely and went along with it. How funny 
to have all these women redecorating his home and for 
this boy to be choosing light floral colours to replace the 
darkness of Jack. But he liked it. He liked it. 
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The following Saturday was Damien Parry's birthday 
patty. 

Two days after the Hollway sisters’ visit, ‘Interiors to 
Dye for’ returned with a crew of three young men, who 
arrived in a second van and set about stripping back walls 
and patching old plaster. The sisters themselves arrived 
with rolls of wallpaper and an incredible array of paint tins. 
Hoppy and Ariette stayed outdoors as much as they could, 
the house becoming a jumble of dusty ladders and drop 
sheets. By Saturday the house was an unholy mess. 

Ariette helped Will to get dressed in the cottage, hoping 
the clothes they had chosen were right for a six year old’s 
party. Hoppy had said he had no idea and when he'd called 
Diane, she had been a bit giggly and said Will could wear 
whatever he liked. 

Pulling up in the Parry’s yard, Hoppy recognised most 
of the cars, including the Tranter’s rusted old Ford truck. 
Hoppy wryly thought to himself: anyone who invites a 
Tranter to a party is in for trouble. 

He and Ariette escorted Will inside where a group of 
parents were chatting and nibbling olives and cashews. 
There seemed to be only boys at the party and most of 
them were outside tearing around the house, yelling. From 
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the kitchen window Hoppy noticed Andrew Tranter pause 
beside a newly-planted cherry tree, no more than a metre 
high, rip the young branches off it till it was a naked spike, 
and then run on. 

Will hung close to Ariette who was nodding politely 
to people but not able to follow any of the jumbled 
conversations. Diane Parry came across and gushed. «I am 
so happy Will could come, Damien really likes Will.» She 
beamed down at him. «Why don’t you go and find him and 
you can give him your present.» 

Almost reluctantly, Ariette gave him a little push and he 
headed outside. Diane called to Damien who was actually 
not running like the other boys but watching them warily 
from the safety of the front porch. 

«Damy,» she called and he looked up, not a happy child 
at his own party at all. «Look, Will’s here and he brought 
you a present. Come and see.» 

Will thrust out the big gift wrapped box and Damien 
dutifully said: «thank you.» 

Diane smiled indulgently at Ariette. «That’s nice,» she 
said. «Can I get you a drink?» She held open the door and 
Ariette gave Will an encouraging smile before obediently 
following her in. 

Seconds later, Andrew Tranter had jumped onto the 
porch, grabbed the box, torn the wrapping off it and 
scattered Lego bits all over the floor. «It’s just dumb Lego,» 
he crowed and threw the solar-powered motor into some 
bushes, before leaping off the verandah. 

Damien looked at Will with pain tugging at his round 
soft face. «I don’t like Andrew,» he said. They retrieved the 
motor and got most of the Lego back in the box. «Better 
put it in my room,» said Damien. «Safer there.» 
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Will had been in Damien's room before. It was a temple 
to Lego, where multi-coloured structures dominated every 
horizontal space in the room. Damien put the new box beside 
his bed. «I’m going make a space module out of this.» 

From under the bed came a cat. It had most likely taken 
refuge there, to escape from the wild circumambulations of 
the boys outside. It rubbed gently against Will’s legs and he 
immediately crouched down to stroke it. It was a scrawny 
grey with bony legs and a long tail, not a young cat and not 
healthy either. 

«That’s Grizzle,» said Damien. «He’s my sister’s cat but 
it likes my room.» 

The cat bent its head against Will’s knee and began to 
purr. 

«He’s sick,» said Will. 

«No, he’s just old.» Damien didn’t seem to be too 
concerned. 

«He's got a big lump inside and it hurts him.» 

Damien shrugged. 

Outside, they heard Diane calling the boys in to sit 
down for the birthday party. Quite a few of the parents had 
taken off and would return in the late afternoon. Hoppy and 
Ariette were determined to stay, as Hoppy quietly mentioned 
to Ariette, he sensed this was not a friendly environment 
and he wanted to be around if things turned ugly. 

They hovered in the background with several of the 
more over-protective mothers, as Diane laid out plates of 
party pies and sausage rolls. Tomato sauce was soon flying 
through the air and as much food went on the floor as in the 
young mouths. Hoppy shook his head in disgust. Especially 
as Diane seemed to be developing a mildly hysterical laugh 
in the face of all the chaos. Hoppy was pretty sure she'd had 
her own private party earlier in the day. 


49 


Alastair Sharp 


«Where is the father?» asked Ariette, backed up against 
a dresser to avoid flying food. 

«Smart feller,» grinned Hoppy maliciously. «Said he 
had to go to Burnie for something urgent. Probably coupla 
beers in the pub.» 

The birthday cake was lit, the blinds were drawn, the 
happy birthday song was shouted in raucous disharmony, 
the cake candles were blown out, the cake was cut and more 
food flew about, until suddenly the boys agreed it was time 
to run again and the table was deserted in seconds. Damien 
sat at one end with his cake half eaten in front of him. Will 
sat next to him with his cake untouched. The rest of the 
table was strewn with the wreckage of the festivities. 

There was a moment of almost complete silence after 
the door slammed and the yelling started up again in the 
yard. Diane smiled with obvious relief at the parents backed 
up against the walls, three pale-faced mothers, Hoppy and 
Ariette. 

«Well, that was lovely wasn’t it?» 

The two boys dutifully ate their cakes as the parents 
helped to clear the table. Towards the end of it, Will slipped 
from his chair and came over to Hoppy. 

«Can we go now?» 

Hoppy smiled down at him. «Sure, son, you did your 
duty.» 

Hoppy took him out to the kitchen where the women 
were cleaning up. He caught Ariette’s eye and nodded his 
head towards the door. 

«We'd better be off,» he said to Diane. 

«Oh, going so soon?» she said, looking almost frightened. 
Maybe having Hoppy around was a good insurance in case 
things really got rough. «I was just going to make us all a 
nice cuppa.» 
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«Nah, better get back. The Hollways are doing a big 
repaint and I'd better see how they're doing.» 

«Would you like to stay longer, Will? I could run you 
home afterwards.» Diane was almost pleading. 

Will shook his head. 

Hoppy said, «He's still pretty shy. It’s a bit hard getting 
used to, you know, big events.» 

«Of course.» Then she smiled at Will. «Thank you for 
coming.» Then she looked up to see where Damien was. He 
was sitting all by himself at the party table slowly chewing 
through his birthday cake. He had helped himself to a 
second slice. 

«Damey, love, Will’s going now. Come and say thank 
you.» 

He climbed down and dutifully stood next to his 
mother to say goodbye. His chubby little face was covered in 
icing sugar and his eyes conveyed his undisguisable misery. 
«Thank you for coming,» he said, his voice plain and thin. 

«Well I hope you had a happy birthday,.» said Hoppy 
feeling like a hypocrite. Everyone could see what this kid 
was enduring. 

As they headed out the kitchen door, Will stopped and 
looked up at Diane. 

«Grizzle’s sick,» he said. «He’s got a lump. You have to 
take him to the vet.» 

«Oh.» she said, totally surprised, not only by what Will 
said, but that he said it with such conviction. «You think so?» 

«Yeah. He’s really sick.» 

«Well, thank you,» she said, clearly unsure how to deal 
with a six year old diagnosing her cat. 

«See yous,» said Hoppy. «Thanks for the party. It was 
a hoot.» 
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As they drove away from the Parry’s, Hoppy glanced in 
his rear vision mirror. Some of the boys were chasing a mob 
of the Parry sheep round a paddock. He shook his head. 
Beside him Will sat calmly and Ariette put her arm round 
his shoulders. 

«Not your typical birthday party,» said Hoppy when 
they crossed the Parry’s cattle grid. «That poor kid’s in for a 
sad childhood if you ask me.» 

Ariette nodded, then she looked down at Will. «What 
you say to the mother?» 

He looked up at her. «I told her about Grizzle.» 

«What is this grizzle?» 

«That's the cat.» said Will. «He’s got a big lump inside 
and it hurts him.» 

« Ow you know this?» 

«He told me.» 

The two adults glanced at each other over his head, 
both with raised eyebrows. 
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Terry Fleming had been the only animal doctor for the 
Esk Valley since he finished Vet. school. Having established 
his littie clinic just outside Saint Mary’s, his green Range 
Rover could be found, in all weathers, miles up endless 
backroads, dealing with cattle and horses in the paddock, 
while on his in-house days, there was always the line-up of 
every kind of creature from goldfish to St Bernards. 

Over the years he'd taken care of Hoppy’s needs, not that 
there was all that much call for professional care. Bullocks 
are solid, more or less bulletproof beasts, immune to just 
about everything. Occasionally one of the dogs needed 
something, but not often. 

What brought Terry up to Hoppy’s was Whitey, the 
youngest of all his bullocks and the current back-ender. He 
was a placid wide-bodied boy, creamy white all over, hence 
the name, and bottom of the pecking order. He'd developed 
a limp and when Hoppy took a look at the hoof, he saw he'd 
cut it on something and it was abscessed. 

Whitey was already locked into the cattle crush when 
the Range Rover pulled in. The snow had settled on Ben 
Lomond and the chill afternoon wind kept Stack’s Bluff 
clear of cloud, standing out starkly against the pale sky with 
a distinctly white hat on. 
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Hoppy and Ariette had just brought Will back from 
school. Walking over to the bullock shed, Hoppy was telling 
Will why Terry had come. 

They all shook hands. It was the first time Terry had met 
Ariette and Will, althoughf like everyone in the Valley, he'd 
heard plenty of gossip. However, when Hoppy introduced 
him to Will, Terry said: «I hear you've got a future with 
animals.» 

Hoppy couldn’ resist adding his two cents worth. «Well, 
I reckon you'll hear plenty more. The boy’s got the gift.» 

«You do a pretty good diagnosis,» said the Vet. 

Will looked puzzled and Hoppy said: «Nah, it wasn’t 
him found the abscess.» 

Terry laughed. «I know more than you do,» he said to 
Hoppy. «Diane Parry brought in her old cat the other day 
and said Will reckoned he had a lump. We did an x-ray and 
he had a tumour, size of a golf ball.» 

«No kidding?» Hoppy was impressed. 

Will looked up at the Vet. He had a nice face, a ruddy 
complexion and freckles. 

«He told me,» said Will shyly, trusting that the Vet 
would understand. 

«Hmm,» said the Vet. Then he laughed: «Looking for a 
job? I could do with an assistant.» 

Then they all had to laugh as Will nodded. He had 
taken him seriously. Seeing the look of confusion come over 
the boy’s face, the Vet quickly added. «Maybe when you're a 
bit older. But any time you want to drop in, I'd love to see 
how you work with animals.» 

Will watched the Veterinarian closely, as he skilfully cut 
away the core of the abscess, cleaned it and administered 
the antibiotic. He was quick and fluid in his movements, 
at ease with the big animal, who seemed to trust him. The 
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bullock shied a little when the Vet cut into the wound but 
the gentle voice of the Vet calmed him and the operation 
was swift. 

«That ought to sort him out,» said the Vet, as he put 
away his instruments. 

Hoppy led Whitey, stumping along on his three good 
legs, into the shed where he would live in his own private 
stall for a few days till the wound healed. Once the shed 
was closed up, Hoppy invited the Vet up to the house for a 
cup of tea. 

The photos from “The Mercury’ had arrived and were 
sitting on the kitchen table. Hoppy let Will open the 
envelope while he poured the tea. Will shyly showed the 
Vet, who nodded. «It’s a great shot. You look right at home 
up there.» 

Will nodded. 

«We'll have to get more of them frames,» said Hoppy as 
he handed round the Anzacs. 

Ariette said: «One of these photos is for Bridie, no?» 

«Yeah, I thought I'd give it to her as a birthday present,» 
grinned Hoppy. 

The Vet was studying Will as he sipped his tea. As 
always Will dunked his Anzac and was now getting it into 
his mouth before it disintegrated. 

«You always liked animals, right?» Terry said when Will 
looked up, becoming aware of the Vet’s attention on him. 
The boy nodded. 

«Reckon he was born with it,» said Hoppy. Then he 
chuckled. «Or if you believe Mademoiselle here, he had it 
in his last life.» 

The Vet turned to Ariette, who did not like being called 
Mademoiselle. «You believe in reincarnation, do you?» 

«lt is possible,» she said. 
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«I don’t tell people usually,» said the Vet, «but I believe 
in it.» . 

«Seriously?» said Hoppy and his tea cup stopped half 
way to his mouth. 

«Yeah,» said the Vet. «When I was about ten years old 
I got real sick. Nephritis it was, kidney disease. Anyway it 
nearly killed me and I was in hospital up in Launceston for 
a couple of months. And right in the middle of it, I kind 
of disappeared, maybe I died for a while, you know what I 
mean?» 

Will was staring at the Vet, concentrating with all his 
attention. Hoppy glanced at Ariette. «You following this?» 

She nodded. 

«So,» the vet went on, «I found myself in a place with very 
high mountains. There were a lot of small horses with long 
manes and thick coats. I was an old man and I loved these 
horses. I could talk to them and they could talk to me.» 

«You were an old man?» asked Ariette, not sure if she'd 
heard him properly. 

«I had a beard and I was thin.» 

«And you reckon this was who you were last time?» 
Hoppy still sounded sceptical. 

«I was certain.» 

«It wasn't just hallucination?» suggested Hoppy. «Too 
many drugs or something?» 

«Oppy!» scolded Ariette. «You ’ave to open your mind.» 

«Where was it?» said Will. His small voice drew them to 
his face which was wide-eyed and probing. 

«Well,» said the vet, «While I was there, as this old man, 
I didn’t really know where I was. I just lived there. But it 
was so real that I kept a powerful image of it in my mind. 
Anyway, I came out of it, I got better and I grew up and 
then later on, when I knew I had to become a Vet, I started 
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to research horses that looked like the ones I saw. And | 
found them.» 

«Where?» There was almost an urgency in Will’s voice. 

«Mongolia.» The Vet smiled. «You know where that is?» 

Will shook his head and Hoppy said, «Atlas in the front 
room. I'll be right back.» 

While he was gone Ariette said: «Will also, ’e knows 
about ’is life before.» 

The Vet nodded. «I bet you do. Where was it?» 

«I don't know the place.» Will frowned looking for the 
right words. «But it was jungle, lots of animals.» He looked 
carefully to see if Terry understood him. The man nodded. 
«I talked to them. Like you,» said Will. 

«And that’s why you can understand animals.» The Vet 
nodded. Then he said: «can you talk to them now?» 

Will nodded. 

«You believe in this?» said Ariette. 

«Oh yeah,» said Terry. «It’s getting more and more 
accepted. You even see it on TV these days. There are dog 
psychics and horse whisperers. Most Vets won't have a 
bar of it, but there’s too much evidence to deny it, in my 
opinion.» 

«Horse whisperers?» said Hoppy as he came back with 
the big Reader’s Digest World Atlas. 

«Sure,» said Terry. «You never heard of them?» 

«Sounds pretty whacky to me.» 

«Oh ’Oppy!» said Ariette, «you talk to Butch. You talk 
to the dogs.» 

«Yeah, but they don’t talk to me.» 

«They try to,» said Will. And this stopped Hoppy in 
his tracks. He stared at Will. He couldn’t shake the idea 
from his head that maybe Will was right. It was as if he had 
been listening to a conversation in a foreign language for 
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years, and all of a sudden he sensed that maybe he could 
understand it. Is this what Will did? If he did, then maybe 
Hoppy could learn. It stunned him. 

«So where is Mongolia?» asked Ariette. She had seen 
what had passed between Hoppy and Will and she knew 
it was too fragile to be approached. Hoppy pulled himself 
together and opened the atlas on the kitchen table. 

The Vet leaned over and pointed. «There,» he said, «See 
Ulan Bator? That’s the capital. I went there after I finished 
at Uni. Then here.» The Vet traced his forefinger across the 
map. «You see these mountains in the centre of the country, 
they're called the Hangai, and the highest one is called 
Mount Otgontenger. It’s remote as hell, no real roads, 
not even big towns. But when I got out there, I found the 
same horses I saw when I was sick. And I recognised the 
mountains. They were the mountains I had grown up in. It 
was incredible.» 

«Mongolia.» Will said it to himself, trying it out on his 
tongue. 

Then Hoppy shook his head. «You know what a 
stubborn old coot I am,» he said. The others nodded, not 
sure where he was going. « Well, alright, I think maybe you've 
got a point. Maybe there is something to this reincarnation 
business. And maybe it explains where Will gets his gift 
from.» 

They all nodded. Give him time, thought the Vet, and 
he'll get there. 

He stood up. «Thanks for the tea and the stimulating 
conversation. It’s not too often I get to talk about that 
round here.» He shook hands with Will. «I am really happy 
to meet you, Will. I hope we can see each other soon. What 
do you reckon?» 


Will nodded. 
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«It will be good for ’im,» said Ariette, shaking Terry’s 
hand. 

«Thanks, mate,» said Hoppy. 

They watched the Range Rover circle the yard and 
waved goodbye from the shelter of the back porch. As they 
turned to go back into the warmth of the kitchen, Hoppy 
said, «never a dull day, eh?» 
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The transformation of Hoppy’s interior went roughly 
at the same pace as Hoppy’s internal readjustment. While 
‘Interiors to Dye For’ stripped back his old layers of 
wallpaper, ripped away worn carpets and patched the cracks 
in his plaster, Hoppy began to strip back his own resistances 
to what his new life was revealing to him. 

He had fallen into this new life, it seemed to him, by 
some strange accident. One day there was Ariette and her 
impatient and temperamental Parisian companion, rattling 
up to his empty house. Then the boyfriend was gone and 
Hoppy found himself warily living with the scent and the 
challenge of a young woman, the like of which he had never 
encountered. And then there was Will, who just appeared 
out of nowhere in the bullock yard. And somehow, at each 
of these advents, Hoppy had found himself doing what was 
required. At no point had he sat down and really thought 
about it. Everything had a life of its own, as if, almost as if 
it was preplanned somewhere. He could feel himself being 
carried along in the current of events, having no sense that 
he controlled any of it. While he was beginning to feel more 
or less reconciled to his new life, now there were unexpected 
levels to it, where every time he thought he was getting 
comfortable, the next challenge was in his face. Who was 
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this child, small, vulnerable, innocent, and yet able to work 
with animals unlike anything Hoppy had ever seen? He 
had come to accept at face value that Will could direct his 
bullocks with a natural ease that was innate, not acquired. 
That Will had brought the skills with him from a previous 
life was slowly getting easier to accept. The fact that Terry 
Fleming, for whom Hoppy had always had a deep and 
professional respect, was certain he too had experienced 
a previous life with animals, tipped the balance. In the 
privacy of his office, he'd gone onto the internet and looked 
up horse whisperers and animal psychics. Sure enough, they 
were legion, too many to be just some conman’s strategy for 
getting money out of besotted pet-lovers. 

And then there was the strange sensation he'd had when 
Will, with his childlike simplicity, had told him that his 
animals tried to talk to him. It had subtly changed the way 
he interacted with all of them. With the bullocks, he could 
almost get it. The Kelpies, too. Of course some of it seemed 
ludicrous to him. Feeding the chooks and listening to their 
clucky conversations, saying g’day to Phanton on the roof 
of the chook house, he wondered if he wasn’t getting just a 
little bit loopy. 

When the Hollway sisters had supervised the destruction 
of all of Sheila’s old carpets, curtains and linoleum, and the 
vast rubbish skip had been hoisted up and away, groaning 
with the massive detritus of maybe fifty years of the Hopkins’ 
lives, he felt a kind of relief. Just as his life was suddenly 
looking unbelievably different, so now his house would 
look entirely different, bright and modern. Its occupants 
would be a completely new generation, Ariette and Will 
so utterly unlike any of the Hopkins tribe. And the house 
would carry none of the old decor, memory ingrained and 
anachronistic. Hoppy felt like a new man. 
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He had never been a frugal person, but neither had 
he been a big spender. His big purchases in the past had 
all been professional, motivated by commercial necessity, 
always with an eye to returns. Now he was paying for oiled 
and polished floorboards, cotton broadcloth drapes, elegant 
light fittings, like a mad disciple of Home Vogue. 

He marvelled at himself, recognising that he was happy 
to go up to Launceston to shop for a new couch and new 
armchairs for the lounge, with his new housemates. He 
bought a huge flat screen television on a whim and the 
massive old clunker that had served so well for so long was 
consigned to the tip. His cheque book began to look like 
one of those motion picture books, when he was a kid, 
where you flip the pages to see the characters move. And 
he had to admit to himself that he loved it. With Ariette 
and Will beside him, buying all this stuff had a return to it. 
He was creating a family, he was creating a home, he was 
opening himself up. 

After three weeks of dust and chaos, hasty stand-up 
meals in the kitchen, camping out in whatever room was 
not being torn apart, Hoppy moved back into his old 
bedroom and rearranged himself. The bare floorboards 
that the Hollway sisters had adored and insisted had to be 
preserved, oiled and polished, felt unfamiliar under his feet. 
The high darkwood headboard of his conjugal bed, in which 
he had conceived his three children, had joined all the other 
old pieces of furniture that carried too many memories. In 
honour of Major Arnold Smith, the Salvation Army had 
been invited to take the lot, beds, cupboards, desks. In their 
place, modern deep foam-mattressed beds, a double for 
himself and another for Ariette, a single for Will, had come 
in a huge delivery van. The unworthy thought crossed 
Hoppy’s mind as he paid for the two double mattresses, 
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whether either of them would ever welcome more than one 
occupant. 

As he placed his old clothes in his new closets, with their 
floating Scandinavian self-closing drawers and silent sliding 
doors, he saw that he would need another visit from the 
Salvation Army. These clothes belonged to the old Hoppy. 
He had to smile at himself in his new mirror. He wanted to 
see the back of almost all of them. 

Setting Will up in his new room was so moving that 
Hoppy found himself close to tears. The bed, with its new 
Hereford Bull motif counterpane, faced the window, with 
its head against the iris wallpaper. His little desk sat right 
underneath it so he could see out as he sat there. On the 
desk sat the photo from “The Mercury’ in its new dark 
wood frame. Hoppy had bought him an adjustable swivel 
chair which he loved to swing in and boost up and down. 
Into his new closet went his clothes, now quite a few of 
them. Hoppy recalled the day, back in March, when Will 
first appeared. The rags that he wore that day were not fit 
for anything but the incinerator. Now he had a wardrobe 
to choose from. The gold-framed photo of the pickers from 
down south, the one of Will with his Mother, now sat on 
his bedside table with the elephant box given by the Major. 
A triptych of his artwork hung on his cream-coloured wall 
by the door. On the opposite wall was a painting from Bali 
of water buffalo working a rice field. They had seen it in an 
Asian import shop in Launceston and Will had stared at it 
so long, Hoppy knew he had to have it. 

And then there was Ariette’s room. Here, there had 
been a bit of a tussle. When Hoppy wanted to buy some 
nice things for her, she had refused. «No, no,» she had said, 
permitting no discussion. «Simple, simple.» The double 
bed she accepted, but no desk, no chairs. One closet and 
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that was all. There was only one decoration on the wall, the 
framed art piece that was Will’s first effort. The sparseness 
of her room puzzled Hoppy, even suggesting to him that 
perhaps in some way she saw this arrangement as temporary. 
Then he reassured himself. «Nah, she’s just thinking she'll 
go back to the cottage when the weather picks up.» That 
anything more radical could be behind her austerity was so 
unpleasant a thought, he quickly banished it. 

In the middle of all the shopping, choosing, ordering 
and purchasing for the renovations, the question of money 
had arisen. Hoppy realised that months had gone by and 
he had never thought to pay Ariette. When he gingerly 
brought it up, Ariette snapped back at him. 

«You think I am the woman ’oo clean the ’ouse? What 
I need money for?» 

He had persevered: «Everybody needs a bit of cash, you 
know. What about feminine things and all that. The sort of 
stuff girls like to buy.» 

«So I am not like that.» 

«It isnt right, you know,» he had said. «I mean, according 
to the foster parents agreement, I am your employer, looking 
after Will.» 

«So you pay me and then I pay you for living in this 
‘ouse. Is equal.» 

He had let it go but he knew he would have to do 
something about it at some point. 

The only part of the reconstruction that physically 
involved Hoppy and Will was the building of a little dog 
house for Friend. Since they had appeared together, the 
boy and the Jack Russell had been inseparable. Against his 
better judgement, Hoppy had let Will keep the dog with 
him in the cottage but there was no way he was going to 


let the dog sleep in the house. This had been clear from the 
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beginning and whenever Will went in, the little dog would 
park himself at the back door and wait. Always Will would 
crouch down and talk to him and the little dog would sit 
and be still. Even on the coldest winter days, Friend would 
sit patiently by the back door until Will reappeared. This 
relationship, perhaps even more than the bullocks, made 
Hoppy believe in Will’s ability. 

They chose the most sheltered corner of the back 
verandah and built the little wooden house with a pitched 
roof. Several old blankets that were otherwise heading for 
the Salvos became his bed. Ariette painted his name over 
the top of the little doorway in blue letters, and Will was 
happy. 

«He likes his house,» he said. 

It was a Saturday when Will, Ariette and Friend, all 
moved into their new rooms. The belongings were carted 
across from the cottage and when it was all gone, Ariette 
stood there in the empty space, with her hands on Will’s 
shoulders. 

«Au revoir la petite maison,» she had said. «I was ’appy 
to live in you.» Then she gave Will a hug. «We will miss it, 
nest-ce pas?» 

He nodded. It would be a change in their relationship 
and he sensed it. Sleeping as he had on the sofa just 
outside her bedroom in the cottage, he was always aware 
of her. Especially when she would meditate, as she did each 
morning, he would wake and, in a subtle way, he would 
often join her, feeling himself almost like a part of her. If he 
ever felt afraid or unsafe, he would slip into bed with her 
and she would hold him. Now she would be at the other 
end of the house. 

They closed the cottage door and walked hand-in-hand 
to the house. 
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Dinner that night was something of a celebration. At 
the kitchen table Hoppy. proposed a toast. «Io our new 
home,» he said, raising his beer glass. «May we all be happy 
and comfortable and warm.» 

«Ainsi soit-il,» said Ariette. Then she smiled, «I don’t 
know ow you say it in English. It is something like: is going 
to be like that.» 

«How about you, Will?» said Hoppy. 

Will lifted his apple juice. «Cheers,» he said and Hoppy 
laughed. 

«Where'd you learn that?» 

«That’s what Sam says when he has a drink.» 

«Ah yeah, Sam,» said Hoppy and lifted his glass again. 
«Here’s cheers to Sam Judd, may he rest in peace.» 

As he drank his beer, Hoppy reflected that wherever he 
was now, Sam had to be happy to see how his little Will was 
turning out. 
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It was not much more than a month after the Campbell 
Town Show that Neil Cracknell called. Hoppy took the call 
in his office and came back to the kitchen with a grin on 
his face. 

«That young journo from the ABC called.» 

Two expectant faces looked up at him, waiting for the 
rest of the message. Hoppy enjoyed the suspense and took 
his time settling back in his chair. 

«Alright,» he said, still grinning. «He wants to do a 
follow-up.» 

To his disappointment neither of them had a clue what 
he was talking about. «He told me he’s been promoted. He's 
not just a bottom of the pile journo now. He’s gone up 
a rung and he’s going to start making half-hour specials. 
They have this program called Tasmanian Story, you 
know?» When the other two shook their heads he went on. 
«Anyway, they find some person with an interesting life and 
they tell their story, see?» Then he paused. Ariette and Will 
were both looking carefully at him and he realised that he 
was going way too fast. 

«Sorry,» he said, «got a bit carried away.» He took a sip 
of his now cold tea and then looked up. 
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«See, this journo remembered what I told him at the 
show. I said a few things about you, Will, you know, about 
where you came from and everything. I didn’t think he took 
much notice and anyway none of it ended up on the telly. 
Well it turns out he did remember. And, here’s the good 
news, he thinks your story might be a goer.» 

Ariette was frowning. «What is a goer?» 

«Neil, that’s his name, he thinks the story about Will 
might be good for a half-hour program on Tasmanian 
Story.» 

«You think is true?» 

«Oh yeah! It’s a ripper of a story if you ask me.» 
He smiled across at Will, wanting to be sure that Will 
understood what was being suggested. «We could tell him 
about how you was with Sam, we could even show him the 
picture of your Mum, Jo-Jo. What do you reckon?» 

«On the TV?» Will asked. 

«Yeah. You remember a few weeks back we saw this 
program about the bloke on Flinders Island who makes 
Greek cheese? You remember that?» 

Will nodded. «He had sheep,» he said 

«Yeah that’s the one. Well, it'd be like that.» 

«The bullocks would be on TV?» asked Will. 

«Course they would. They'd be the stars I reckon.» 

«You are not doing this so ?Oppy ’Opkins is famous?» 
said Ariette. There was more than a slight edge to her 
accusation. 

«Course not.» Hoppy sounded a little hurt. «It'll be all 
about Will. Little kid makes good. We'll be there of course, 
but he'll be the centre of attention.» 

«You want to do this Will?» she asked and put her hand 


over his. 
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He looked up at her with his innocent eyes and then 
he looked at Hoppy. «I'd like to see the bullocks on telly 
again.» 

«There you go,» said Hoppy triumphantly. «I'll call him 
back and tell him.» 

After Hoppy had gone back to the office, Will looked 
at Ariette, frowning. «Is it alright?» 

She smiled at him. «Yes, cheri. It was for you to choose. It 
will be good to see that Butch on the television, n’est-ce pas?» 

He nodded. 

Hoppy came back and said: «All set.» 

«When will ’e do it?» 

«Actually not for a while yet. He said he has to pitch 
the idea to his boss. I think it means he has talk him into it. 
That’s what he said. He had to get our OK first. He'll call 
us when he knows.» 

«So it might not ’appen at all?» asked Ariette. 

«Oh, don’t you worry about that,» said Hoppy. He 
had become aware that Ariette was not totally convinced 
of the wisdom of the project. «It’s gonna happen,» he said 
forcefully, «and it’s gonna be great.» 

As it turned out it was more than another month before 
Neil called back. He had good news and bad news. The 
boss liked the idea, but not enough to make the program 
right away. He would let Neil come up and shoot some 
footage, get the story together, and then present a script. If 
the boss liked the script then it would go ahead. 

«Bit of a knock-back,» said Hoppy, «but not to worry, 
I bet he’s gonna make a crackerjack script and we'll be in 
business.» 

«On verra,» said Ariette. 

«Which means what?» Hoppy was always suspicious 
when Ariette used French expressions on him. 
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«It means we will see,» she said. 

«Youre still not convinced, are ya?» he said, with 
narrowed eyes. 

«On verra.» And she gave him a cheeky smile. 

When Neil called back with some dates, they decided to 
wait till the September school holidays. That way they could 
spend a couple of days shooting Will with the bullocks on a 
weekday. Otherwise the cameraman would have to be paid 
weekend penalty rates. 

«Gotta watch the bottom line, dontcha!» said Hoppy, 
which sailed over the heads of his companions. 

Although Hoppy was really pleased, he had been 
thinking about the coming event and he said: «Maybe it'd 
be smart if we didn’t say anything, you know, at school. Just 
keep it to ourselves, alright?» 

Will nodded, but Ariette asked, «You are worried about 
something?» 

«Well, you know, we might get unwelcome visitors, if 
you know what I mean.» 

Ariette shook her head. Sometimes Hoppy was a hard 
man to understand. 
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It was another very cold winter Saturday when Terry 
Fleming called in. He'd been further up the track that ran 
past Hoppy’s where a neighbor’s cow was trying very hard to 
give birth to twins. On his way back, his Range Rover had 
appeared in Hoppy’s yard just in time for afternoon tea. 

«Thought I might find you round the tea pot,» he said, 
as he took off his warm outer layers. The kitchen was toasty 
warm from the slow combustion stove that burnt all day. 

He'd brought a present for Will. «I didn’t know if you 
could read yet, but I thought youd like this.» It was an old 
hardback copy of Rudyard Kipling’s ‘Jungle Book’. 

«I’ve had it since I was a kid, it was one of my favourite 
books. Must’ve read it a dozen times. Anyway, after what 
you told me,» he said smiling at Will, «1 knew you had to 
have it.» 

Will took it gravely and turned the book in his hands, 
feeling its texture. 

«Jungle Book, eh?» Hoppy said. «It’s probably a 
bit beyond him for now, but we could read it to him at 
bedtime.» 

«Oh, perfect. Chapter at a time. Then, when you come 
to visit me in the clinic, you can tell me what you thought 
of it.» 
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«l will,» said Will. 

«Yeah, for sure, one of these days,» said Hoppy. 

That night as the wind howled around the eaves, the 
fire crackled and they sat snug and cosy in the front lounge, 
there was nothing worth watching on the television. «They 
reckon everybody's out on the town except Granny.» Hoppy 
would often mutter. «They just put on any old crap. It’s 
disgusting.» 

They switched from one channel to another, until 
Ariette said: «We can start on the Book of the Jungle, no?» 

«It'd have to be better than this tripe,» growled Hoppy. 
Then he gave Will a friendly nudge. «Go get your book, 
son, and we'll get started on it.» 

Hoppy was not a natural narrator of stories but he did 
his best. The names of the characters threw him for a while, 
but, as soon as he started, Ariette said, «I know this. It is a, 
"ow you say, animation, no?» 

«Cartoon,» said Hoppy. «Yeah, I think Disney or 
someone made it. Bloody yanks, they steal all the good 
ideas and turn them into plastic. Look what they did to 
Winnie the Pooh.» 

This short tirade fell on uncomprehending ears, and 
after a moment Hoppy went back to reading. Every time a 
character was mentioned Ariette would say the name, which 
gave them all French inflections: Mowgli, Sheer Khan, and 
Bagheera. Every time she did, Will would repeat it and it 
became like a refrain. 

At the end of the first chapter there was a sweet silence. 
Hoppy got up and put another chunk of wood on the fire. 
«Is incredible, you know,» said Ariette in whose arms Will 
had snuggled during the reading. Mowgli is just like Victor, 
the wolf boy.» 

Will nodded. «It’s the same.» 
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Ariette explained to Hoppy how she had told Will 
that story when he first came. Now here they were reading 
another story where a human cub is reared by the family of 
wolves. 

«I can see why Terry liked it when he was a kid,» smiled 
Hoppy. «I bet he wished he was Mowgli.» From then on 
they read a chapter each night, always repeating the names 
of the characters as they went along. 

Things had become quieter as winter set in. The bitter 
cold had kept them mostly indoors, taking care of the farm 
chores as needed and enjoying the big open fire in the front 
room in the evenings. They had not gone out much at all 
once the renovations had been finished. It was as if they 
were enjoying a new and exotic location. This was most 
pronounced for Hoppy, feeling almost like he'd moved 
house. Sometimes he'd just wander from room to room 
marvelling at it. He acknowledged to himself that he was 
getting a decent return on the huge cheque he'd signed for 
the Hollways, and he didn’t begrudge a cent of it. 

The only major outing that had happened was a visit to 
Hobart for Bridie’s ninth birthday. This had been a riotous 
affair at the Quinn household with several other Down's 
Syndrome children who seemed to laugh continuously 
throughout the whole afternoon accompanied by a lot of 
jumping up and down. The joy was infectious, and the 
adults found themselves laughing too. Bridie loved her 
framed photo of Will and the bullocks and she kissed Will 
wetly on his cheeks when he shyly presented it to her. The 
high energy level of the other children was a bit scary for 
Will and so, once the cake and the candles ritual had taken 
place, happily without mishap, Hoppy had announced he'd 
better take his guys back up the highway before it got too 
cold. Ariette had thought she might say hello to Alex while 
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they were down in Hobart, but seeing Will drooping with 
tiredness she let it go. 

Alex Anastasius had come to visit them just the once. 
Now that he was based in Hobart, it was harder for him 
to get away and somehow after the Campbell Town Show, 
his relationship with Ariette seemed to be more distant. He 
would call her from time to time but she always refused his 
invitations to come down to Hobart. «I like to stay with 
Will,» she always said and he totally understood that. He 
was competing with a six year old and there was no way he 
could win. 

When he finally came, Hoppy was polite but not 
effusive. Hoppy had been jealous at first and wary of the 
young policeman, but had made himself behave towards 
the younger man as he saw that he was being unfair and 
probably unwise. If he made trouble, it could wreck his 
happy new life. 

They had mostly all stayed together, the weekend Alex 
came, working the bullocks, between rain squalls, cooking 
and sitting by the fire at night. Alex was very friendly towards 
Will and had brought him a really nice wool jumper. He said 
his Greek mother had knitted it in Melbourne, specially for 
Will, after Alex had told her Will’s story. Hoppy came very 
close to telling Alex that Will’s story was going to be on the 
ABC but he managed to hold himself back. Will seemed 
very comfortable with Alex and happily wore the jumper 
the whole weekend. It was maybe a size too big, but Alex 
was sure he'd grow into it in no time. 

Alex slept in the newly-painted guest room and as far 
as Hoppy could tell, stayed there all night. Hoppy himself 
spent a restless night, unable to prevent himself from 
listening for surreptitious movements down the hallway. As 
it turned out, the next morning it was Will who walked 
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out of Ariette’s bedroom. Hoppy was delighted to see 
him. During the day, Alex and Ariette went off for several 
walks on their own, but the cold drove them back in quite 
quickly. 

When Alex left, she had kissed him goodbye in front of 
the others and Hoppy wondered if maybe the relationship 
was dying off. Then he reprimanded himself for wishing 
that it was. 
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When they had completed their first reading of 
the Jungle Book they finally got round to visiting Terry 
Fleming’s clinic. This was after a morning's shopping up in 
Saint Helens which they'd finished with fish and chips on 
the foreshore as they had loved to do when it was not so cold. 
Now it meant sitting in the cab of the Landcruiser with the 
heater on. Even then the seagulls seemed to know what was 
going on and the bonnet soon sported a few unwelcome 
white dobs as the gulls strutted up and back, hoping for 
the odd chip to be tossed. Friend disgraced himself by 
barking at them much too loudly in a small space and he 
was banished to the backtray in the rain, until lunch was 
finished. Will thought about asking Hoppy not to banish 

Friend, but he didn’t quite have the courage. Ariette caught 
his eye, as Hoppy turfed the little body up onto the back, 
but she let it go. 

The veterinary clinic at Saint Marys was closed when 
they got there, but the green Range Rover was parked out 
the back. When they knocked, they found Terry’s wife 
Barbara in the office, doing paperwork. Effectively she was 
Terry's Receptionist, Secretary, Vet Nurse and sidekick. She 
had been a Biochemist when they met and had reluctantly 
given up a research post at the University in Hobart when 
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they got married and Terry set up the clinic. They had no 
children, Barbara always claiming that they had hundreds 
of other little creatures to take care of, so they didn’t need 
human ones. Everyone assumed she couldn't have kids, but 
no-one ever asked. 

Barbara was a cheerful soul and welcomed them in. 
Then she yelled into the back of the clinic from where Terry 
emerged carrying a small black furry bundle in his arms. 

«Hi there, Will,»he said, «glad to see you.» He awkwardly 
shook hands with Ariette and Hoppy so that the creature in 
his arms didn’t escape. 

«Ever seen one of these?» he asked Will. 

Will looked at it with interest and shook his head. It 
had beady little eyes that locked onto his and he let himself 
be drawn into it. He could see its sharp teeth and catlike 
whiskers, but more than its exterior he was feeling the 
creature inside. It was at peace with itself and comfortable 
in the arms of the Vet. At the same time it was sniffing the 
newcomers carefully. Will let himself be known and they 
eyed each other with mutual curiosity. 

Ariette asked: «What is it?» 

Terry chuckled. «It’s the Devil,» he said. 

Thinking she had misheard him, she repeated it. 
«Devil?» She thought about the word, trying to place it. 

Hoppy added: «Like in hell, you know, it’s the name for 
the bad guy, the demon or Satan or whatever else they call 
him. Dunno what you'd call him in French. 

«Le Diable?» Ariette was surprised. «But this little 
animal, ’e is mignon, ’e is cute.» 

«Yeah,» agreed Terry, «but watch out for his teeth.» 
He gently pulled back the muzzle to show the razor sharp 
incisors. «His jaw is stronger than a dog’s and he could chew 
through corrugated iron if he wanted to.» 
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Will had drawn very close and now ran his hand over 
the thick black fur. «What's his name?» he asked. 

Barbara laughed. «We're terrible with names,» she said, 
«so many animals come and go in this place, we never get 
around to giving them names.» 

«What do you reckon we should call him?» asked 
Terry. 

Will took his time, as if he was going off to some subtle 
register somewhere and getting the right name. Then he 
looked up at the Vet with his eyes shining. He had it. 
«Bagheera,» he said. 

«Perfect!» said the Vet so loudly that the little creature 
jumped and tried to get out of his arms. As he did, Will 
was there and effortlessly took him. He weighed about six 
kilos, so the weight was quite a bit for him. He dropped 
back into one of the waiting room chairs and held the 
Tasmanian Devil on his lap. The creature sniffed at him 
with attention. 

«He can smell Friend but I told him it’s alright,» he 
said, as if wanting to be sure the adults were not worried. 

The four adults stood round him looking at this small 
boy holding what many people considered to bea creature to 
be wary of. Ariette voiced her concern. «Is not dangerous?» 
she said looking at Terry. 

He shook his head. «He looks a bit fierce, that’s why 
they named them Tasmanian Devils.» 

«What name did you say?» asked Barbara, looking 
down at Will. 

«Bagheera,» said Will, «it’s cause he’s black all over». 

Terry explained. «I lent Will my old copy of the Jungle 
Book and Bagheera is the black panther.» 

«Ah,» said Barbara, «I get it.» 
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Hoppy took a closer look at the animal. It was indeed 
very black. «Where did you find him?» 

«One of the highway maintenance crews brought him 
in,» replied Terry. «As you can imagine they are hard to see at 
night. He was nearly road kill, but they're tough little buggers. 
It was a glancing blow and he got pretty battered. You can see 
the scars on his flank, but he’s as good as mended now.» 

«Doesn't have the face cancer?» Hoppy asked. 

«No, he’s clean,» said Terry, «we've had him for about 
six weeks and there’s no sign of it.» 

«What means?» asked Ariette, thinking she had missed 
something in the conversation. 

«Why don't we all go out the back and I’ll make us 
some tea,» offered Barbara, recognising her guests were 
going to stay for a while. With a bit of help from Hoppy, 
Will struggled to his feet, still carrying his furry burden 
and they trooped out. Past several consulting rooms, the 
clinic opened out into a work area with cages and boxes 
with various animals in them. Will sensed them as he came 
in. They were alert, except the nocturnals, and they made 
various sounds as they sensed the new arrivals. It was a 
gently harmonious chorus of animal voices, murmurs, 
whispers and grunts. 

Off to one side was a kitchenette where Barbara put 
on the electric kettle. They pulled together enough chairs 
and sat around Terry’s work table, Will still with the warm 
creature snuggled into his jumper. 

While Barbara saw to the tea, Terry explained to Ariette 
about the cancer. «The Devils are unique to Tasmania,» he 
said. «At least now they are. They found remains of them, 
fossils, you know, on the mainland, but now they're just here 
on this island. Dingoes wiped them out on the mainland 
thousands of years ago, so they're unique to Tassie.» He 
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paused, saw Ariette nod and she followed very carefully. 
«The trouble is,» said Terry, «they're a small population 
now, many of them were killed on the roads or by feral cats. 
So they don’t have so much choice for mating. It means 
they're a bit in-bred.» He paused to see if she was following 
and explained what in-bred meant, before he went on. 

«Somehow one of them got some kind of cancer, a 
tumour, on its face. Turns it out it’s a nasty malignant beast 
of acancer and it’s infectious. It means if a Devil with cancer 
bites another one, it gets infected.» He got up. «I'll show 
you what it looks like, if you don’t mind a bit of gore.» 

He came back with a government publication that had 
graphic photos of the bloody bulges and festering openings 
of the cancer which distorted their faces, especially around 
the mouth. 

«You cannot fix it?» asked Ariette, obviously distressed 
by what she saw. 

«Lots of people are trying,» said Terry, taking back the 
brochure and passing it to Hoppy. 

Looking up from the photos, Hoppy said: «I heard it 
was genetic and theyd fix it by running a new breeding 
line.» He turned the brochure round so that Will could see 
it. The boy peered at it then studied the face of the Devil 
in his lap. 

«Well that’s one line of thought. Genetics,» agreed 
Terry, «and they're working on it. Devils that have been 
bred in Victoria in zoos don’t have the cancer and seem 
immune, so they are branching out. Question is: where did 
it start and why.» 

«And nobody knows?» asked Ariette. 

Barbara poured the tea and laughed. «Oh to hear the 
experts talk, youd think everybody knows all about it. 
Except they all have a different theory and no-one can 
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prove any of it, one way or the other.» She looked down at 
Will cradling his new friend in his lap. «Do you drink tea, 
dear?» 

He nodded. 

«A good dollop of milk in his, thanks Barbara,» said 
Hoppy. 

«Better give him back to me so you can drink your tea,» 
said Terry reaching across. 

Suddenly Will looked down at the small creature with 
its nose buried against his belly. «In the water,» he said and 
looked up at Terry with a searching look. 

Terry was struck by the way he said it. «What?» 

«It eats their face. Something in the water.» 

Terry squatted down in front of the boy and without 
taking the Devil from his arms, asked him: «What are you 
saying?» 

«He knows,» said Will, looking at the furry black 
marsupial. «I was listening about the sores on the face and 
I heard him say it.» 

«The Devil?» 

«Mmm.» Will nodded earnestly. 

«Well,» admitted Terry, running his hands gently along the 
black fur. «a lot of people would agree with you on that one.» 

«Yeah,» grinned Hoppy, balancing his tea on his lap, 
«but no-one ever heard it from the Devil himself» And he 
chuckled at his own joke. 

Terry stayed where he was looking up at Will. He 
kept his hand lightly on the fur of the Devil. «He told you 
that?» 

Will nodded. Then he let Terry pick up the Devil and 
put it back in its cage. When Terry turned back, he said «I 
have to tell you Will, I believe it.» 
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Ariette was not sure she was following what had just 
happened. «What is it Will says?» Terry sat down with his 
tea, stirred in his sugar, took a sip and then smiled at Ariette. 
«Call it Vet’s instinct, if you like, but I always had a feeling 
that the cause of this cancer was in the water supply. I even 
reckon I know what it is, but there’s no way to prove it.» 

«Even though you talk about it all the time,» smiled his 
wife. 

«Years ago,» explained Terry, ignoring his wife, «the 
government let a multi-national agricultural chemical 
company try an experiment.» 

«Healthy Mountain,» said Hoppy. 

«That’s the one.» Terry went on. «They had some spray 
that they claimed would knock out all sorts of noxious 
weeds. They got a grant to do it, too. Not that that huge 
mob needed any extra money. Anyway, pretty quick they 
discovered in some overseas tests this was a toxic mix that did 
more damage than good, so they pulled it off the trial.» 

«As I remember, it had dioxin in it,» said Hoppy. «And 
I know from first-hand if you had it in your paddock, 
you couldnt sell anything off that paddock for ten years. 
I got some compo for that, the two paddocks down by my 
creek.» 

«Exactly,» added Terry, «and what’s in your paddocks 
near the creek goes into the creek. Course it does.» 

Will was nodding. 

«You know,» said Terry, looking at the small serious 
face looking up at him, «I never met anyone who could 
communicate with a Devil.» Then he laughed. «It’s funny, 
isn't it, the way we talk. Talk of the devil.» 

The adult Tasmanians laughed and Ariette felt irritated. 
«I am not understanding.» 


82 


Devil Whisperer 


Barbara leaned over. «I bet in French you have all sorts 
of expressions that use the word for devil, right?» 

Ariette shrugged. «Le diable. That is the word.» 

«But do you say things like: «It’s a devil of a job», which 
means like it’s a hard job?» 

Ariette frowned, then she said: «Ah, oui! Cet homme 
travail comme un diable.» Then she smiled. «This man is 
working like a devil.» 

«We say that too!» All the males had watched this with 
fascination as the two women worked it out. 

«The devil’s in the details,» grinned Terry. 

Will had waited patiently through all this, because he 
thought Terry had asked him something important and he 
wanted to answer. In the pause where everybody took a sip 
of tea, Will said: «Bagheera can talk, just like all animals.» 

The serious look on his face and the almost imploring 
voice he used struck them all. Terry put his hand on Will’s 
shoulder. 

«I know. « he said «The thing is, Will, it is only very 
special people who can hear them. Like you.» 

Will nodded. 

«You know what you are?» Terry looked into Will’s eyes 
with deep respect. «You're a devil whisperer.» 
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It was almost as if some underground message had been 
sent out into the Tasmanian bush, because less than a week 
later Hoppy found a Devil in the chook feed shed. Will was 
in the yard feeding the chooks at the time and Hoppy had 
gone into the shed to get some more. He caught the slight 
movement out of the corner of his eye and when he looked 
more carefully, he saw it, difficult to decide what it was in 
the dying light at the end of the day and at first he thought 
it was a rat. With the dogs around it was rare to see rats, 
especially with Friend not being chained up, an instinctive 
rat specialist. 

Hoppy closed the door of the shed and quietly called 
Will. 

«We got a guest I reckon.» 

Will emptied the rest of the feed into the troughs for 
the chooks and came over. Hoppy said, «Have a look in 
there.» 

Will went in, closed the door behind him and stood 
still. He didn’t need to see her, he felt her. He crouched 
down in the middle of the shed and let the creature know he 
was there and that he would do no harm. Then he waited. 
She showed herself, uncertain, shyly moving along the wall 
of the shed under bags of grain and behind feeding tins and 
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old drums. She felt him out from there, and then, little at 
a time, she came out and sniffed at him. Inside himself he 
was saying, «You can stay here. It’s a good place to have your 
babies. I will look after you.» 

He let her touch him, hearing the riffle of her breath 
as she sniffed at his hands. Then she rubbed herself against 
him, marking him with her scent. He was hers. He put his 
hand down and stroked the thick fur. Then he ran his hand 
along her belly to the pouch at the back. Devil’s pouches 
face backwards. Without applying any pressure he felt 
them. For each of her four teets there was an imp. 

On the afternoon visit to the Vet’s clinic, Terry had 
talked a lot about the Devils, and Will had taken a keen 
interest. They are the largest carnivores in the marsupial 
world, eating whatever they find, dead or alive. They can 
have up to forty babies at a time, each one the size of a pea, 
but only four will live, because only the ones that catch 
onto a teat can survive and there are only four teats. Terry 
had called the babies ‘imps’. 

While she let him touch her pouch he knew he must 
not try to touch the imps. «You can make a good nest here,» 
he told her. «We will look after you.» Then he lifted his 
hand and she moved quietly under a pile of sacks in the 
corner and was still. 

Will let himself out of the shed and saw Hoppy standing 
there. 

«It’s a Devil, isn’t it?» said Hoppy, and Will nodded. 

«She has babies,» he said. «She can have a nice nest in 
there.» 

«No cancer, nothing on her face?» asked Hoppy. 

Will shook his head. 

«Well, I tell you what. How about, from now on, only 


you go in the shed. Then she'll feel safe.» 
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«That's good,» said Will, and that was how it went. 

Ariette got to hear all about it when they went inside. 
She gave Will a hug after Hoppy had explained what 
happened. «You ’ave this wonderful gift. You are the, what 
did Terry say, «the devil whisperer? Is magnifique.» 

Will let himself be held in her arms, in her warmth. He 
could look after animals, and she could look after him. He 
listened to her heartbeat as he lay his head against her chest. 
He loved the sound of her heartbeat. 

From then on his chores took on one extra element. 
He would replenish the chook feed supplies, bringing out 
whatever Hoppy needed. The only time Hoppy entered 
the feed shed was to stow away the new bags of feed when 
they were delivered. Will would go in first and warn her 
and she would disappear into a corner. Often he would sit 
and she would come out and rub herself against him. He 
could feel the imps growing quite fast, but he never put his 
fingers inside the pouch. On occasions she was not there 
and he knew she had gone hunting, always with the four 
imps attached. 

They phoned Terry and asked him what to do about 
her. He advised them not to feed her, because she needed to 
take care of herself and teach the imps how to hunt when 
they grew big enough to be independent. If they fed her, she 
would become dependent on them. Still there were times, 
when the weather was really cold, when Will would take a 
few chop bones and leave them not too far from the shed, 
where she would find them easily. 

At other times she would be there, and she was now so 
comfortable with him that she would curl up in his lap as 
Bagheera had done. Unlike Bagheera she had a white V on 
the front of her chest as if she was wearing a serviette for 


dinner. He told no-one, but he had decided to call her Jo-Jo, 
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after his own mother. This mother looked after her children 
and he wanted to help her. His own mother couldn't do that 
and she had left him with Sam and he had never seen her 
again. If he could take care of Jo-Jo, then that would feel 
good, she wouldn't be on her own. Both Hoppy and Ariette 
asked if Will had given her a name and hed simply shaken 
his head. They had the sense not to push it. 

He had invited them in after several days and the Devil 
had let herself be seen, although never approaching them as 
she would with Will. He told Ariette about the babies and he 
promised that when they were big enough to come out and 
move around on their own, he would show her. Although 
Friend showed a very powerful interest in the chook feed 
shed, Will made sure he knew he was not allowed to go in. 
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Just before the September school holidays, Neil Cracknell 
confirmed that he was coming. They would be there for 
two days. He asked Hoppy about local accommodation and 
Hoppy told him to forget about it, they could stay on the 
farm. The first hints of spring were in the air, a few brave 
daffodils had popped up in Hoppy’s garden and there was 
less snow up on Ben Lomond. 

Working with the bullocks was a daily joy for them all. 
By this time Ariette had become a fully fledged bullocky, 
as she could now drive them, even without Will or Hoppy 
up on the dray beside her. It had taken a good six months 
but bullocks are stubborn beasts, as Hoppy had told her so 
often. There had been no more shows to go to as no town 
in Tasmania dares put on a show in winter, and even Hoppy 
had to be a bit careful with his team as the ground became 
frosty and hard. 

The day the white ABC van came up the drive, the 
sun shone and the promise of spring seemed to energise the 
bullocks. It was Ariette who was working the team, while 
Will and Hoppy sat on the rails of the bullock yard with 
Friend sitting at Will’s feet. 
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«Keep ‘em tight,» Hoppy yelled, «the TV camera’s here 
so you gotta look good.» Then he grinned at Will. «That'll 
make her nervous.» 

She saw the van pull up and instead of looking nervous, 
she stood on the bench seat as the bullocks rumbled along 
and began cracking the whip in the air. Although it had 
taken a long time to win the confidence of the big animals, 
she had acquired the knack of the whip very quickly. Hoppy 
had delighted in calling her ‘Madame Lash’. 

Neil had brought Simon, the same young cameraman 
from the Campbell Town Show. Simon said: «Want to get 
this?», always eager to get behind the lens. Neil laughed, 
«plenty of time. She’s impressive, though. And anyway it’s 
the boy who's the story.» 

Hoppy jumped off the fence to greet them and Ariette 
pulled up the team on the other side. Will shyly shook hands 
with both men, and at Hoppy’s suggestion Will introduced 
all the bullocks, one after the other, by name. Neil saw 
immediately how at home this little kid was, almost under 
the huge bovine feet, moving confidently between them and 
rubbing their broad faces. The bullocks each lowered their 
muzzles to him in a clear sign of affection. Whitey was back 
in the traces, as Will explained how he had an ‘absence’ as 
he called it, and the Vet had to cut it out. 

«We should’ve shot that,» Neil said to Simon, as Will 
got to the head of the team and finished by introducing 
Butch the lead bullock and the big boss. 

Hoppy took them up to the house and showed them to 
their rooms while Ariette and Will prepared lunch. Then 
sitting at the kitchen table over pasta, Neil wanted to know 
the whole story. He had a notebook on his lap which ended 
up with spaghetti sauce on it as he kept eating and writing 
at the same time. 
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As much as possible, Hoppy wanted Will to tell his own 
story, especially about his life before he came to Hoppy’. It 
was tentative and shy but small detail by small detail, Neil 
began to fit it together. He wondered if Will was capable of 
holding it together enough to be able to shoot it. 

«We picked peas, then there were potatoes, then 
apples.» He took his assignment seriously and tried very 
hard to remember how it was. Hoppy bit his tongue often 
wanting to fill in, but he knew it was most authentic if Will 
could say it. 

«Did you pick?» asked Neil. 

Will shook his head. «I’m too little,» he said. «Sam 
did it.» 

«Tell me about Sam.» 

Will frowned. It was a broad question and he was unsure 
how to answer. At last he said, «Sam looked after me.» 

Neil nodded. «What did he look like?» 

Will looked at Neil for countable seconds, trying to find 
the answer, then he slipped off his chair and was gone. 

Neil looked over at Hoppy. «Is he upset?» 

Hoppy shook his head. «Nah. He's gone for the 
photo.» 

Ariette added, «Is ’ard for ’im to say, you know?» 

And Hoppy was right. Will came back with the photo 
of the pickers group from down south. Arnold Smith had 
contacted the different phone numbers in Sam’s battered 
old address book after he died, and one of them had been a 
farmer who took group photos each year at the end of the 
picking season. This was the one photo Will had not only 
of Sam but also his mother Jo-Jo holding him in her lap. He 
had been about two years old at the time. 

Will shyly pointed. «That’s Sam.» 

Neil nodded. «He looks like a very kind man.» 
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«Mmm.» Will was pleased to hear that. 

Hoppy leaned across. «Tell him who this is.» 

Will looked up at Neil, and Simon wished he was rolling 
his camera. The child had a look of pride and sadness all 
rolled in. It would be impossible to recreate it. 

«That’s Jo-Jo. She’s my mother.» 

Neil caught the mood, but wanted to make sure it was 
not too painful. «So this is you?» he asked, pointing to the 
toddler in the girl’s lap. Will nodded. 

Simon could hold back no longer. «Can we shoot this?» 
he asked. 

Neil looked at Hoppy. «What d’you reckon?» 

«Better ask him,» Hoppy replied. 

«It’s alright,» said Will, without being asked. 

They decided to finish lunch and then shoot on the 
verandah. Hoppy set up some chairs and Simon worked 
on the best angles. Neil would be the sound recordist as 
well as the interviewer. In all this Ariette hovered in the 
background, feeling very unsure about it. Were they taking 
advantage of this vulnerable little soul, was it fair to him 
to be doing this? She glanced at Hoppy but she saw he was 
loving it. 

Will seemed to be comfortable enough perched on a 
chair gazing at the ABC men setting up their equipment. 
Friend was at his feet and he bent down to fondle the alert 
little ears as he waited. 

Then Will had a thought. «Can I tell about Friend’s 
ribbon?» 

Everybody stopped what they were doing. «It’s not part 
of the story,» said Hoppy with just a hint of irritation. 

Ariette instantly sprang to Will’s defence. «Is Will’s 
story. ’E tell ’is story ‘ow ’e wants.» 
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Neil quickly stepped in. «Will,» he said. «1 remember 
about that ribbon. It got lost, didn’t it?» 

Will nodded. «Bridie lost it.» 

«And Friend found it, didn’t he?» 

Will smiled broadly. «Yeah.» 

«I think it’s a great story,» said Neil. «How about you go 
and get the ribbon, so we can shoot it.» 

Hoppy looked a bit shame-faced as he met Ariette’s 
dark look, while Will headed into his room for the ribbon. 
«Just didn’t want to get side-tracked, that’s all.» 

«Is not your story,» she said sharply, and he felt suitably 
chastened. 

They were just getting ready to start an interview when 
the green Range Rover came up the drive. Hoppy was 
annoyed. «Damn,» he muttered. Then he said: «I'll go and 
see what he wants, you guys go ahead.» 

In reality of course Hoppy did not want to miss a 
second of the action. He headed for the turning circle as 
Terry came to a halt. Of course he saw the ABC van and 
was curious. 

«Trouble with your aerial?» he joked. 

«Oh it’s just, ah, they're doing a program about Will.» 
Hoppy’s hesitation didn’t fool Terry. 

«Bit of a secret is it?» 

«No, no. I didn’t want a whole crowd of onlookers, you 
know. They could put him off.» 

«Of course. Good point. Look, all I wanted to do was 
have a word with Will, and seeing I was up this way I took 
the liberty of dropping in. I can come another time.» 

«Dont worry about it. They haven't really started yet. 
Come on.» And Hoppy turned back towards the verandah. 

When they got there, the camera was set and Neil had 
tested his sound equipment and everything seemed to be 
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ready. Friend gave a welcome bark when he saw Terry. He’d 
sensed that Terry was a good guy the first time they had 
met and he jumped off the verandah for a pat. Will sat still 
in the chair Neil had placed for him, not wanting to move 
without Neil’s approval. 

Hoppy introduced Terry to the ABC men and then he 
called Will. «He wants a word with you.» 

Neil realised Will wouldn’t budge without a word from 
him. «Go ahead Will, it’s fine.» Will clambered down from 
his chair while Terry was talking to Ariette. Then he turned 
to Will and everyone stood still and listened. 

Terry said: «I’ve been thinking it’s time for Bagheera to 
go back to the bush.» 

Will nodded. 

Hoppy said, for the benefit of Neil and Simon: «Terry's 
got a Devil that got hit on the road. Will gave it the name 
Bagheera.» 

«Interesting name,» said Neil, and Terry had to explain 
where it came from. «You know,» he added, «young Will 
here is a pretty incredible little bloke. I suppose that’s why 
youre here.» 

«What makes you say that?» asked Neil scenting 
something interesting. 

«Well you've seen what he can do with bullocks, right? 
That’s not all he’s good at. He can do that with pretty well 
any kind of creature. He’s got the gift.» 

Neil smiled down at Will, who had been listening to 
the description of himself with a placid face as if he was 
hearing about some other kid. «That explains why Friend is 
such a well-behaved little pooch.» 

«He won the ribbon,» said Will, totally in agreement. 
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Terry said: «Will’s done something I have never seen 
before. He seems to be able to communicate with Tassy 
Devils.» 

This did pique Neil’s interest. «What do you mean?» 

«Well, said Terry, «the Devil that P’ve been taking care 
of is one example. The Devil communicated with him right 
away. And he’s got another one, a female who lets him touch 
her and feel her imps. And she’s a wild one.» 

«That true Will?» asked Neil, although he had little 
doubt it had to be. 

Will nodded. «She moved into the chook feed shed to 
look after the babies.» 

«You know what this kid is?» grinned Terry. «He’s a 
Devil Whisperer.» 

And that’s how the ABC program in the Tasmanian 
Story series was called «The Devil Whisperer». 
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On the second day of shooting, Arnold Smith phoned 
and invited himself to come for a visit. Hoppy loved the 
synchronicity of it. Interviewing Arnold would add an extra 
thread to the story. Although he would not admit this to 
himself, Hoppy was deeply invested in this program, almost 
as if he was its producer. He was going to do whatever it 
took to make it a reality. 

When Arnold’s ageing Hyundai rattled up the driveway, 
it was a gloriously sunny late morning and Will was running 
the bullocks. As always, when he sat on the dray and the 
bullocks responded to his almost totally silent commands, 
he would feel the love of them rise up inside him. He would 
smile as they leaned into the traces, he would feel their 
great bodies commit to the task, the swelling of the massive 
muscles as they dug in to pull the heavy dray forward. Will’s 
«hiyyaa!» was as much a yell of triumph as a command to 
move. Simon ran beside the dray pulling in close to frame 
the look of pure joy on the little boy’s face, and then pulling 
back to reveal the little Jack Russell sitting attentively beside 
him, and then back again to reveal the team of eight leaning 
into the traces and heaving the dray into life. Neil was 
recording the sound of it, the swish of the hooves on the 
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fresh spring grass, the creak of the dray and tiny voice rising 
in jubilation above it all. , 

Arnold walked over to the rail and joined Hoppy and 
Ariette. «Ah, he’s a sight for sore eyes, this boy,» he said 
clambering up awkwardly to sit on the rail. 

When the bullocks had done their routine and Will 
drew them back to the rail, Ariette and Hoppy helped to 
unhitch them from their traces and let them out to roam in 
the grass. Whitey was the last and seemed to be celebrating 
his newly-healed fourth hoof by suddenly kicking up in the 
air, twisting a half turn off the ground and landing squarely 
on all four good legs. Will let out a joyful shout: «Whitey 
is happy!» and to his good fortune, Simon had the camera 
running on him as he did. 

«Beautiful,» he said to Neil as they packed up their 
equipment. 

Back up at the house they had lunch out on the front 
verandah in the sun. It was not all that warm yet, early 
spring in eastern Tasmania, where the rays of the sun still 
slant from far to the north, but they all basked in it. They 
tucked into a thrown-together lunch of fresh bread, King 
Island Brie, fresh hard-boiled bantam eggs, and slices of 
corned beef. 

Neil took the opportunity to gather more information 
for his script, his notebok never far from his hand. Arnold 
spoke of Sam, as he knew him. The accident that had taken 
his young family, his Vietnam tour, his battle with his 
demons, alcohol and gambling, altogether a hard life and 
yet, on the other hand, there was the dedication he had, 
the simple devotion to taking care of one small boy who 
had no-one else. He told it in a straightforward narrative 
that had no emotional strain to it. Arnold had seen all sorts 
of desperate characters come and go through the homeless 
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shelter he had run for the Salvos up in Launceston. «He was 
no Saint, our Sam, but his heart was in the right place.» 

Will nodded at all this. He loved to hear Arnold speak 
about Sam. There was still that place inside Will that 
longed to see Sam again. The fact that he was now well-fed, 
well-clothed and had a room of his own was a deep comfort, 
but he still missed Sam terribly. 

After Arnold, Ariette told the story of how Will had 
rescued her from under the hooves of Butch, when she had 
made the mistake of turning her back on him in the yard. 
It was the first time she had really described it to anyone 
and she made a conscientious effort to search for the right 
words. Hoppy could not keep the proud grin off his face as 
she spoke. 

«Now of course,» Hoppy added when she got to the 
end, «Mademoiselle here drives the team almost as well as 
Will because, truth be told, he taught her. I couldn't but he 
could.» 

«How come you ended up here?» asked Neil. He had 
begun to admit to himself that he found her wonderfully 
attractive and his question was more than merely professional 
journalistic interest. She was about his age, vivacious, with 
a quick-fire temperament and the most alluring green eyes. 
And she was French, with the sexy roll in her voice that 
thrilled him whenever she spoke. 

She told him her story with her laughing eyes, perhaps 
sensing his attraction. Was she flirting with him? 

«I was travelling,» she said, turning towards him. «I was 
in India, you know?» She smiled at Arnold, with whom 
she shared a love of that country. «I was looking for, I 
don’t know, something to make me feel more like ’oo I was 
really.» 
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«The search for meaning?» said Arnold, wondering if 
that helped. . 

«Per’aps. You know, I used to sit on a beach in Goa. 
There was a Frenchman there, like me, ’e wanted to know 
"oo ’e was, like me. "Is name was Théophile and I thought 
maybe ’e and me, we would go to an ashram and get, ‘ow 
you say, enlightened?» 

She sighed as she remembered the sunset beaches with 
the young drop-out Frenchman, who seemed so lost. She 
had wanted to take care of him. However, one night they 
had made a big hashish omelette, and under its influence 
her travelling companion at the time, Etienne, had got it 
into his head that, right away, they had to leave, tout de 
suite, to go to Kanyakumari in the south. They'd taken 
their backpacks from the hut on the beach in Goa and 
left the Frenchman lying unconscious and naked on the 
beach. Somehow, in their befuddled state, they'd managed 
to buy tickets and endured a nightmare journey on a bus, 
utterly stoned, horribly sick to the stomach and barely able 
to function. She always wondered what had happened to 
Théophile. 

«After that, we meet an Australian woman in Darjeeling. 
She invite us to come to Australia. Then we decide to see 
Tasmania and so we meet ’Oppy in the pub at Bicheno.» 

«And the rest is history,» added Hoppy. 

«You tell a good story,» said Neil, smiling warmly at her. 

«Merci,» she smiled and his heart skipped. 

They were clearing away the lunch when the green Range 
Rover thumped over the cattle grid. This time Barbara was 
there too, and on her lap in a wire cage sat Bagheera. 

As Hoppy went out to greet them, Will tagged along. 
As soon as Bagheera sensed him, the Devil was up at the 
cage sniffing enthusiastically. 
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Terry said: «It’s time to go back to your roots, little guy.» 
As soon as he opened the cage, the Devil slid straight into 
Will’s arms and snuggled there. Neil and Simon had come 
out of the house and when they saw this, they instantly 
wanted to shoot it. 

«Would that be OK with you, Will?» asked Neil. 

Will nodded. 

«We thought he could go down by the creek where 
there’s lots of good undergrowth,» explained Terry. «He'll 
be a bit lost for a while, so he'll need some good cover.» 

Simon set up his camera on his shoulder and they 
moved off. Will took the lead with all the adults trailing 
along behind. Simon ran forward to get a shot of Will 
approaching, and the adults scattered to be out of shot. 

As Will walked towards the camera he looked straight 
at it. Simon was luckily also recording sound, because Will 
said: «He’s scared. I told him it will be alright. There’s lots of 
things he can eat by the creek.» Then he simply walked on. 

They reached the broome thicket, close to where Will 
had scattered Sam’s ashes. As he walked beside Neil, Arnold 
described how Will had done that. «He’s had to make a lot 
of adult moves in his short life,» he said. 

Will turned to face Friend and the little dog, who had 
trotted along at Will’s heels, propped and sat obediently on 
his haunches. Will had not spoken. Simon caught it. 

Neil murmured to Arnold: «Bloody amazing.» 

Then Will knelt close to the thicket and placed Bagheera 
on the ground. The Devil sniffed about, moved into the 
thicket and then came back to Will. Will ran his hand along 
the black fur and the Devil sniffed at the air, then he took 
off and was gone into the base of the thicket. Will sat still 
for a moment then stood up. 
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«He'll be good now.» he said, and turned to walk back 
to the house. Simon had shot the whole sequence. 

Walking away from the creek, Neil said to Will: «Do 
you think we could film the other one? The one in the 
chook shed?» 

Will kept walking and he was obviously thinking about 
it. Then he shook his head. «She’s too shy.» 

«Fair enough,» agreed Neil. «Would you mind if I asked 
you about her for the camera?» 

Again Will thought about it, until they passed the 
bullock shed. Then he said «OK» and that was that. They 
shot the little interview just outside the chookfeed shed. 
Will talked about her in simple terms. She went in there 
to look after the babies, out of the cold. When the babies 
were big enough to go out of the pouch she would go back 
to the bush. The babies have to learn how to hunt. Will’s 
short simple little sentences carried total conviction. He 
was speaking about something he knew to be true. 

In the warm afternoon light, Simon framed him from 
low down, against the massive backdrop of Stack’s Bluff, 
the valley stretching out away from Hoppy’s farm under a 
cloudless sky. It was the last piece of shooting they did. 

At the end of the afternoon, Simon and Neil had to 
head back to Hobart. They packed their gear in the van as 
the others stood around to say goodbye. Terry and Barbara 
had stayed and had met Arnold for the first time. When 
everything was all set, Neil shook Will’s hand. 

«I really think this is going to be one hell of a good 
Tasmanian Story. I want to thank you for being such a 
good sport. You are amazing.» Then he thanked Hoppy for 
his hospitality. «And you know what else?» he said keeping 
Hoppy’s hand in his own, after shaking it. «Good on you for 
being his foster parent. It’s great. Thank you for doing that.» 
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Hoppy was a bit shaken by all this, not being the easiest 
at accepting compliments. Somehow he managed to mutter 
«You're welcome», and took his hand back. 

Neil spent more time and eye contact saying goodbye 
to Ariette. She must have recognised his nervousness and 
she smiled mischievously. «I will like to see this film,» she 
said and gave him the European two cheek kiss which made 
him blush. Then she did the same for Simon. 

The Flemings and Arnold also said their goodbyes and 
the white ABC van turned in the circle and clattered over 
the cattle grid. 

«Cuppa to celebrate I reckon,» said Hoppy, and invited 
them all back into the kitchen. 


101 


16 


The rest of the September school holidays wandered 
by, day by glorious day. Although Will had come to accept 
that he had to go to school, and although he no longer 
dreaded it quite as he had at the beginning, still to have 
days on end on the farm with Ariette and Hoppy filled 
him with obvious happiness. They could both see it in 
him. He woke early and dressed himself, keen to start each 
day, let the chooks out of their shed, gather the eggs, feed 
the kelpies, take a peek at the Devil in the feed shed, help 
make breakfast, then off down to the bullocks. Wherever 
he went, he seemed so sure of himself. Hoppy marvelled 
again and again at the transformation. This scrawny little 
kid, who turned up in rags, long matted hair and ruined 
teeth, was now a healthy, happy, very smart young farmer’s 
boy. Hoppy’s heart warmed every time he thought about 
it. And for Ariette, her wandering life was absolutely over. 
This was where she wanted to be and Will was her anchor. 
To take care of him, to love him and to see him open like all 
the spring flowers around Hoppy’s garden, gave her a sense 
of purpose unlike anything she had ever known. 

The foster parenting papers had at last been finished and 
it was a done deal. At the same time, Ariette had completed 


102 


Devil Whisperer 


the necessary paperwork for her working visa and Hoppy 
was now her official employer. 

Kathy Foley asked for a visit during the holidays to 
see how Will was doing. She always stressed that she had 
complete confidence in Hoppy and Ariette, but as Will was 
part of her caseload she had to make regular visits. She was 
sure they understood, she said, clearly still wary of Hoppy’s 
short fuse. 

On the day she was due, Hoppy muttered to Ariette, 
«Maybe we better not say too much about the ABC thing, 
you know what I mean?» 

Ariette nodded but she had a frown as well. «Is not 
good she knows?» 

«Well,» said Hoppy, not wanting to make it seem like 
too big an issue, «It’s just that some people worry about 
exploitation. You know what I mean?» 

«Like Will is your monkey to do «les jeux», I don’t know 
the word.» 

«Yeah, like a trick pony or something.» 

«But is not like that.» She looked at him, searching his 
eyes. «Is it?» 

«Hell no. If I thought it wasn’t good for him, I wouldn't 
do it.» 

«So is OK.» 

The trouble was that Kathy knew all about it. Somehow 
word was out that the ABC van had been seen up Hoppy’s 
drive. Country people love to gossip and so there was no 
end of speculation. Kathy had heard it from more than 
one source. She kept the knowledge to herself to see if they 
would say anything, thinking that most likely there was a 


conspiracy of silence. 


103 


Alastair Sharp 


«So, Will,» she said, as they sat for the obligatory cup of 
tea in the kitchen, «You must love having all this time to be 
with the animals.» 

«Mmm,» he said nodding. 

«Are you going to do more driving at shows?» 

Will didn’t know the answer to that so he looked at 
Hoppy. 

«Might do a couple,» he said, «I usually put in an 
appearance at Longford.» In fact Hoppy had received a 
number of calls right after the ABC segment and the photo 
in “The Mercury’, asking if he would bring the team and 
the ‘Bullocky Boy’. He'd made no commitments back then, 
wanting to wait and see how the winter went. October is 
the busiest month for regional agricultural shows, pretty 
well one every weekend, and if Hoppy was going to take 
the bullocks, he'd have to choose which one. Both of the 
Royal Shows had called him, Hobart and Launceston, and 
he was very tempted. The Royal shows are big crowd events 
in the two cities and would be something of a nightmare to 
deal with. On the other hand, he'd always wanted to be in 
one of the Royals. At the local shows, he had been a regular 
for years and no-one took much notice, but at the Royals, 
well that would be a classy venue. 

«We'll see,» he said. 

Kathy went on to ask about school, whether Will had 
made friends, did he like his teacher, and Will managed to 
give short little answers that seemed just enough. 

«And you have your own room, now, right?» asked Kathy, 
as this was one of the main reasons for her visit. When Will 
nodded, she said: «Would you like to show me?» 

He slid off his chair and expected her to follow. Hoppy 
signalled to Ariette to stay put. «Let him do it,» he said 
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quietly, as Kathy followed Will up the hallway. «I think 
we're doing alright,» he said quietly. 

Will opened the door to his room and stood back. 
Noting that the other two adults had not followed, she 
approved. They were confident. She stepped in and the 
light in the room was pleasing. 

«Did you choose the colours?» she asked. 

He nodded. «Very nice,» she said. 

She took in the photo of the pickers group which she 
had seen before and the new photo from ‘The Mercury’. 
On his desk was the Jungle Book. «Are you reading this?» 

He nodded. 

Without the other adults there she took a quick peek 
into the drawers and saw new clothes, shoes, and in a corner 
a box of Lego and other toys. His art supplies were also on a 
shelf. She nodded to herself. «They're doing a great job.» 

Turning to her diminutive host who stood in the 
doorway, she said: «You have a lovely room. Do you like it?» 

He nodded and she felt she had trespassed enough. As 
she left, he closed the door again. She wondered what was 
going through his mind as he had watched her. 

Then she had one more thought. «Does your little 
friend sleep with you?» 

He shook his head. «We built him a house on the 
verandah. He likes it.» 

«Oh,» she said, very satisfied. «I am glad to hear that.» 

Hoppy and Ariette had cleared away the tea things 
when they walked back into the kitchen. «You have made 
a beautiful room for Will,» she said brightly. «I totally 
approve.» 

Hoppy held his tongue as he was so close to a retort 
about not needing her approval. He was getting better. 
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Ariette smiled sweetly. «Did you see the flowers on the wall, 
he choose them.» 

«I did. Lovely.» 

«So,» said Hoppy, really hoping that was all she needed 
to see, «Everything up to scratch is it?» 

«Oh yes,» she smiled. «If only some of the other children 
I have to take care of had the opportunity that Will has. You 
wouldn't believe what I have seen, and in this Valley.» 

«We love this little bloke, that’s the secret.» And Hoppy 
meant it. 

«I can see that.» Kathy picked up her briefcase as if it 
was time to go then she turned. «Did I hear a rumour that 
the ABC are making something about Will?» 

She caught the look between the adults, but it was Will 
who answered. 

«Simon and Neil,» he said. 

«Well that will be something to look forward to,» she 
smiled at him, then looked at Hoppy. «May I ask what it is?» 

«Oh, it might not be anything.» Hoppy shrugged 
nonchalantly. «They just asked if they could shoot some 
footage. Then they have to write a script and all that. I don’t 
really understand too much about the television business. 
Pll let you know if I hear anything.» 

«That would be good.» She looked serious. «After all we 
would not want to do anything that would traumatise one 
of our children.» 

«Course not,» agreed Hoppy through gritted teeth. 

«Traumatise children!» he said angrily, once the Ford 
had crossed the cattle grid, «What a load of crap.» 
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As the last days of the September school holidays 
approached, they took off on a few outings. 

The dentist in Longford did some more work on Will’s 
teeth. He had removed the worst of them and tried to save 
as many as he could. The good news was that some of 
Will’s adult teeth were beginning to show, and with a bit 
of luck he would have a reasonable set of choppers within a 
couple of years. Every visit was a test for Will, as he stoically 
endured the probes and vibrations, the numbness of the 
anaesthetic and the spitting of blood. He recognised that in 
some way it was good for him and he trusted Hoppy and 
Ariette, but he always dreaded those visits. As a reward for 
his courage Hoppy took him back to the art supply shop 
and they bought acrylic paints and more brushes. 

Their trip to Launceston was primarily to find some 
new clothes for the coming warmer months, as Ariette had 
noticed that Will was starting to grow. The jeans they had 
bought for him back in May were getting short in the leg. 

Any visit to Launceston always necessitated a visit to 
Arnold’s hillside cottage. The friendship between the old 
man and the boy was the only link Will had with Sam 
and it was very important to him. Arnold sensed this and 
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would always include some sweet story about Sam in their 
conversations. ’ 

Arnold had invited them for lunch on his sunny little 
back porch, now festooned with burgeoning wisteria, 
overlooking the hospital where Sam had died and then 
beyond it to the city centre. 

«It’s not exactly your cordon bleu,» smiled Arnold, as 
he ushered them out his back door. «Since my Doris passed 
on, I fend for myself. The basics.» 

He had in fact obviously gone to some trouble. He had a 
bright yellow tablecloth spread over a folding table with four 
chairs. In the centre was a big fresh salad, a jug of fruit punch 
and a plate of little vol-au-vents with sweetcorn in them. 

Ariette was impressed. «You make all this?» 

Then he laughed. «Oh,» he said «I am not a good liar.» 
Then, as he helped them all to their chairs, he explained 
about how the ladies of the Salvation Army looked after 
him very well. He winked at Hoppy, «Got me a good circle 
of girlfriends, I have.» 

Will sat propped on a cushion, with a serviette 
tucked under his chin. After the hors d ‘oeuvres, Arnold 
triumphantly brought out a sumptuous baked lasagna from 
his oven and everyone oohed and aahed. Will launched 
himself into his meal with diligent attention and the other 
three adults watched him fondly. There was something 
almost moving about seeing a boy, who had lived the first 
six years of his life as a fringe dweller, a perilous existence 
without security, now beginning to fill out, enjoying his 
food and looking healthy. 

There was some freshly baked crusty bread, and as 
Will took a piece he noticed a mottled Indian Minah bird 
watching him from the branch of a bottlebrush tree. He 
turned to face it and immediately the bird flitted down to 
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the railing of the porch to collect what he knew Will had to 
offer. It was as clear a communication as if they had had a 
conversation. Will leaned out with a piece of crust and the 
bird neatly took it from his fingers and went back to the 
bottlebrush. 

«Friend of yours?» smiled Arnold, to which Will nodded. 

After a fine fruit salad and vanilla custard, they sat in 
the sun and Arnold obliged with stories about Sam. He 
edited what he knew, leaving out the shortcomings of a life 
that had more than its share of tribulation. 

«I remember,» he said, «almost every time Sam came to 
stay with us at the Salvation Army hostel, he'd tell everyone 
where he'd been. It was always the same. «Ah, he'd say, got 
more of them headaches, so I went to the hospital and they 
took out a bit more of me brain. Feel much better now.» 
And you know what? It was true. You remember he had 
those scars on his head, Will?» Will nodded and Arnold 
said: «That’s what they were.» 

«He can't have had much left by the end,» said Hoppy. 

«Well, I will say this for Sam, what he may have lacked 
in brainpower he made up for with his good heart. What 
do you say, Will?» 

«Sam looked after me.» Will said this often and it 
seemed to be the key to how he valued what the old man 
had done for him. 

«l think,» said Arnold, «looking after you was the best 
thing he did in his whole life.» 

They left Arnold in the late afternoon, promising to 
see him again soon. The Landcruiser joined the afternoon 
outpouring of the workers of Launceston and was soon 
away on its own along the Valley of the Esk. 

They had just rounded a bend when Will suddenly said 
«Go slow». Hoppy eased off and just as he did they saw 
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the black body on the edge of the road. Hoppy pulled up 
and they went back to see if the Devil was alive. Before 
Will knelt beside it, he turned to face Friend and the little 
dog backed away and sat. Then Will put his hand on the 
bloodied flank. The Devil had been hit full on and had 
most probably suffered a broken spine. But it was alive, 
only just. 

Will looked up at Hoppy. «He wants to go into the 
bushes,» he said. 

«How about we take him to see Terry,» said Hoppy, 
making sure that a passing semi-trailer gave them a wide 
berth. «He might be able to save him.» 

Will shook his head. «He’s going now. He is leaving his 
body behind because it’s too broken.» Will pointed away 
from the road. «He wants to go to sleep over there.» 

There was such clarity in the way Will spoke that Hoppy 
completely accepted the command. «Fair enough,» he said, 
and scooped the bloodied corpse up and strode off in the 
direction Will had indicated. Will trotted along beside him 
with Friend now at his heels. 

Ariette looked down at Will. «Is sad, no?» 

As they walked, Will thought about it. «Its OK,» he 
said finally. «I told him he'll be safe.» 

Hoppy placed the body deep into a bramble thicket 
and Will pulled some branches down to help to hide it. 

«He'll be alright now,» said Will and turned to go back 
to the Landcruiser. 

Hoppy and Ariette looked at each other, marvelling at 
what they had been witnessing. 

As Hoppy drove on he said, «You knew he was there?» 

Will frowned, working at his answer. «I kind of heard 
him,» he said, although he sounded unsure. It was too 
difficult to describe. 
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«Well,» said Hoppy, «Terry’s right when he says you're 
a devil whisperer. They whisper to you even when they're 
nearly dead.» 

Will simply nodded and Ariette gave him a hug. «You 
are magnifique, le petit homme qui parle au diable. What 
you do for ’im is very beautiful.» 

When they got home, Hoppy couldn’t resist a call to 
Terry to tell him what had happened. 

«We've got ourselves a child prodigy,» said Terry. Then 
he had a thought. «You know, I wonder if we could try 
something with Will. People bring animals to me with 
nothing visibly wrong with them. Quite frankly, often I 
don’t really know what the trouble is. I mean, doctors can 
say to their patient: «Where does it hurt?» and I can too, 
up to a point. But if there’s nothing busted or bleeding, 
it’s hard to tell. I’m wondering if Will can do that? Do you 
think he'd be up for it? » 

Hoppy thought about it. The notion of child 
exploitation floated at the back of his mind. «I dunno,» he 
said finally. «I’ve got a few reservations. We've got this social 
worker who’s a bit of a tyrant. I wouldn't want her to think 
I’m putting the kid to work, you know what I mean?» 

Terry was appalled that Hoppy was thinking that way. 
«No, no. It was just, you know, just an experiment. It’s 
absolutely not putting him to work. I don’t believe in child 
labour you know!» 

«I tell you what,» said Hoppy, still feeling uneasy. «How 
about we ask him and if he says he’s willing to give it a shot, 
we'll do it, but nothing too big and we don’t tell people 
about it, either.» 

«Of course. Just between us.» Then Terry laughed, «If 
we told people what Will can do, I'd be out of a job!» 
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«Yeah, well we wouldn’t want that.» And Hoppy signed 
off, admitting to himself that making the call was maybe 
not so smart. 

He went back to Will, who was out feeding the 
chooks. The little bantams followed Will around like an 
entourage, jostling to be the closest to his heels. The aloof 
rooster maintained his detachment up on the pitch of the 
chookhouse roof. 

«Il was just talking to Terry,» said Hoppy, as he let 
himself into the chookyard. «He wanted to ask if you'd be 
willing to come in sometimes and help him work out what's 
wrong with some of the animals.» 

Will looked up from the flock at his feet. He looked 
up at Phantom, who immediately stood up tall, opened his 
wings out wide and crowed. He liked the spotlight and he 
liked to let everyone know who was boss. 

«OK,» said Will, and went back to leading the hens 
into their house for the night. Hoppy took a deep breath 
and was secretly glad that Ariette was not there. Had he 
done the right thing? He wasn’t so sure. 

However at dinner that night Will told her. He looked 
up from his plate of meatballs and mashed potatos and said: 
«I’m going to help Terry with the animals.» 

Ariette nodded, expecting him to say more. «If they're 
sick, I can help.» 

She looked at Hoppy with a subtle accusation. « What 
does it mean?» 

He shrugged, «Oh nothing really. Terry invited Will to 
come and help, just if he felt like it, you know?» 

“E work for Terry?» 

«Oh no. You can’t put a six year old to work. That’s 
illegal.» 
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«I want to help,» said Will and he was firm about it. 
Ariette reached across the table and put her hand on his. 
«Then is OK.» And she gave Hoppy an enigmatic smile. 
«When will ’e do this?» 


«Tomorrow,» said Will. 
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Saturday morning is always busy for the Vet, and by 
the time they got there the waiting room had half a dozen 
people with a variety of creatures, some smaller than others. 
A girl no older than Will held a box with a white mouse in 
it. Her mother nodded to Hoppy as they came in. By the 
door sat a tall young man with a very long beard and hair in 
a stragely pony tail. At his feet lay an equally tall and long 
Borzoi hound, which lifted its head when Will came in with 
Hoppy and gazed at Will for a long moment. There was a 
budgerigar with almost no feathers, crouched in a cage on 
the lap of an older woman who also seemed to be losing her 
hair. What little she had was dyed a nastily artificial orange. 
«Two weird birds,» thought Hoppy to himself, as he nodded 
at her. There were two cats, each in a carrier, the two owners 
sitting side by side discussing the dangers of fur balls. The 
last person, it was hard to tell if it was male or female, had a 
closed cardboard box with holes punched in the sides. 

Barbara was on the phone and Will looked around 
at the assembled patients. Hoppy wondered if he was 
communicating. None of the creatures seemed to be 
interested, except the Borzoi. At last Barbara put down the 
phone and greeted them cheerfully, inviting them into the 
back room. As they walked through, they saw Terry in one 
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of the side rooms with a white poodle on the table. He was 
dressing an open wound on one of its legs. Terry looked 
up. «Rabbit trap,» he said, «nothing broken luckily.» The 
poodle’s owner, a delicately made-up middle-aged woman, 
was standing nervously by the table, looking like she could 
vomit at any moment. She was holding her dog to keep it 
still but looking fixedly out of the window to avoid seeing 
what Terry was doing. The poodle was trembling as the 
stitches went in. 

Barbara said: «Why don’t you wait out here and Terry 
will come when he’s fixed up Mrs Ambrose’s Pierre.» Then 
she headed back to her station at Reception. Will walked 
along the cages of animals looking at each one, a couple of 
cats, two small dogs and a rabbit. As he stood in front of 
each cage the animal approached and sniffed. A wombat 
slept soundly buried under a bag at the back of his cage. 

Hoppy said, «They talking to you?» 

Will nodded. «Just saying hello.» 

«Can you see what’s wrong with them?» Hoppy asked, 
even as he caught a sharp look from Ariette. She was there 
somewhat under protest. 

Will nodded. «No more babies, no more babies, and no 
more babies,» he said pointing to the two cats and one of 
the dogs. At the rabbit cage, he said, «Poison.» 

At the last dog cage, he stood for quite a long time. This 
was an ageing Corgi crossed with something a bit longer 
maybe a Dachsund. At last Will said quietly, «He's just sad, 
that’s all.» 

«And the wombat?» 

«He’s asleep.» 

When Terry had finished with the poodle stitching, 
he came back and shook hands with Hoppy and Ariette. 
To Will he said: «I’m really glad you said youd come.» He 
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clapped him on the shoulder adding, «I promise you I’m 
not going to ask you to work for me, but sometimes if I’m 
stuck, can I ask you what you think?» Will nodded. 

«He just told us the diagnosis of all these guys,» said 
Hoppy, and there was a note of pride in his voice. He 
repeated what Will had said. 

Terry nodded. «Spot on, except for Charlie here,» he 
said, pointing to the Corgi cross. «I’m watching him but 
I haven't found anything major. He’s just fading out and | 
can’ tell why.» 

«He’s sad because the lady died,» said Will. 

Terry nodded. «I thought about that but I wasn’t sure. 
Old Harriet Stone who lived up on Elephant Pass, they 
found her dead in that old shack of hers.» 

Will nodded as if he already knew about that. «He 
misses her too much. He doesn’t want to eat any more.» 

«Hmm,» Terry nodded. «I should probably put him 
down. The next door neighbor brought him in, but 
realistically he’s got nowhere to go.» 

Hoppy was looking at the drooping creature with its 
downcast eyes. «Maybe we could take him. Doesn't have 
much left in him by the look.» He glanced at Will. 

«What do you think?» 

Will turned back to the cage. The dog locked eyes with 
him and its stumpy little tail moved, not enough to qualify 
as a wag but there was a movement. «He says OK.» 

Hoppy grinned at Terry, «Just don’t want to start an 
orphanage for lost pets,» he said. 

Ariette stood next to Will at the cage looking down at 
the woebegone inmate. «You think ’e will be ’appy to be 
with us?» 

Will shook his head. «He’s going to die soon, but he 


doesn’t like this cage.» 
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They lifted the old dog out of the cage and laid it on a 
blanket on the floor. Will knelt next to it running his hands 
along its flanks. The old dog was trying to wag its tail, but 
made no effort to stand. 

Terry said, «Well, I better go see what else the waiting 
room has for me. Did you notice anything, Will?» 

Will tipped his head to one side as if he was re-running 
the waiting room in his head. Then he said: «The mouse is 
having babies.» Then «The big dog is sick from some bad 
smoke.» There was another pause then he said, «The bird is 
frightened. The lady gets drunk and she yells at it.» 

Terry and Hoppy exchanged barely concealed grins. 
Then Will said: «There’s nothing wrong with the two cats.» 
Then he frowned. «In the box, it’s a lizard. Its tail fell off, 
But it can grow a new one.» 

Terry smiled. «I’m impressed you remember them all. 
Tell you what, why don’t you make yourselves a cuppa with 
Barbara and I’ll deal with them and then let you know how 
it went.» 

They put on the kettle and shortly afterwards Barbara 
joined them. «The usual crowd for a Saturday,» she said. 
She saw that the kettle had boiled and she made the tea. 
«Those two cat ladies come in almost every week. | think 
they just do it for an outing. There’s never anything wrong 
with the cats.» 

«Yeah,» grinned Hoppy, «Will got that.» 

«Terry gives them vitamins so they feel like they get 
their money’s worth.» 

They sat and talked while they waited for Terry to 
finish up. Barbara told stories of the different cases Terry 
had seen during the week. They laughed as she talked about 
the horse that ran sideways. Will sat on the floor next to 


Charlie and kept his hand lightly on the mangy fur. 
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When Terry came back, he was grinning. «Youre right 
on the money,» he said to Will. «Six out of six.» 

Barbara handed him a cup and he sat on the floor 
next to Will, stretching out his long legs and balancing his 
tea cup on his thigh. «The best was the budgie. That was 
classic. Poor little bugger is a nervous wreck. I asked her if 
she yelled at it and she was shocked. She went about the 
same colour as her hair. I told her, if she didnt stop doing 
that, she'd kill it. She started to cry and she said Peewee was 
her only friend.» He smiled at Will. «I think you might 
have saved them both.» 

Hoppy smiled and shook his head in admiration. 
«Pretty good, Mister Will.» Then he frowned. «What about 
the dog and the smoke? Was that right?» 

Terry nodded. «Yeah, it was. That bloke is smoking a 
lot of dope, so the dog is too. I have to say, I wouldn't have 
picked it up if Will hadn’t said anything. But I’m certain he’s 
right. Borzois.are sensitive dogs. If it had been a Labrador 
or a shepherd the smoke wouldn't have bothered him. 
That bloke’s got some plantation up past Smith’s Creek 
somewhere, but don’t tell Bill.» 

Hoppy chuckled. «Bill turns a blind eye, unless it’s a 
commercial crop.» Bill was the sole policeman in the Esk 
Valley. 

Ariette said: «Will, you can see all this? The animals, 
they tell you?» 

He nodded. 

She put her hand on his knee. « It make you feel sad?» 

He studied her face. It was a serious question. Then he 
nodded. «Sometimes.» 

Ariette looked around the group of tea drinkers. «I am 
thinking is not good for ’im. Too much. You know?» 
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Barbara agreed. «I can see that. Could get you down, 
you know. Maybe we shouldn't ask too often.» 

«Fair enough,» agreed Terry. «Will, I want to thank you 
for showing me what you can do. It’s a wonderful thing. 
Today you were a hundred percent.» 

Will smiled, then studiously took a sip of tea. 

Terry said: «And I promise you I won't bother you too 
much. Maybe if I really get stuck on something. What do 
you reckon?» 

Will looked up at the Vet, then he nodded. «OK.» 

They took Charlie out wrapped in the blanket. Friend 
had sat patiently tied up on the tray of the Landcruiser, 
and he came over and sniffed at the inert canine patient as 
Hoppy lifted him onto the tray. Then Friend went over and 
lay next to Charlie. 

Hoppy looked at Will. «You tell him to do that?» 

Will nodded. 
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Charlie lasted three days. They kept him in the kitchen 
by the slow combustion stove, Hoppy allowing an exception 
to the ‘no dogs in the house’ rule. The only food he would 
take was porridge, and even then very little. Will would sit 
with him before he went to school and again in the evening, 
gently running his hands along the emaciated body. On the 
third day he was gone when Will got back from school. 
Will chose a spot in the garden under a rhododendron and 
Hoppy dug a small grave. They wrapped the old dog in the 
blanket and laid him in the hole. 

«He'll like it there,» said Will, and Hoppy filled in the 
grave. 

Ariette had watched in silence. As they walked back to 
the house she said, «Maybe you can make a sign with your 
paints and put his name on it.» He looked up at her with his 
serious eyes and he nodded. Hoppy volunteered to make 
the sign and went off to his workshop. 

Will sat at the kitchen table with his acrylic paints very 
carefully following the letters that Ariette had drawn on the 
sign in pencil. He was meticulous, his tongue out to one 
side of his lower lip as he concentrated, choosing a different 
colour for each letter. When he finished, Hoppy said he 
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would varnish it when it was dry to protect it from the 
weather. 

They had just packed away the paints when the phone 
rang, and it was Neil Cracknell from the ABC. Hoppy came 
back into the kitchen with a big smile. «Young Cracknell 
cracked it!» 

This of course meant nothing to Ariette or Will, so 
Hoppy had to explain. «His boss liked the stuff he shot and 
he liked his script. He says there’s a bit more to do, but he 
reckons it'll be done in a couple of weeks.» 

The following day, they put up Charlie’s little 
multicoloured sign and Hoppy called Terry to let him know 
the old dog had gone. While they were talking, Terry said, «I 
know I promised I wouldn't bother Will too often, but I’ve 
got a funny one. It’s unusual to say the least and I haven't 
got a clue. You remember Barbara told you about the horse 
that runs sideways?» Hoppy did. «Well, the people who 
own him run trotters and they're fed up. They’re about to 
shoot the poor devil and I think Will might be able to help. 
Can you ask him?» 

When Hoppy put the question to Will, Ariette frowned. 
«Is too soon,» she said very firmly. Will, however, seemed 
to go inside himself for a moment, then he said. «I want to 
see it.» 

Hoppy called Terry back and they arranged for Terry 
to come and pick him up the next afternoon after school. 
Terry said, «Would you mind if I just took him by myself? I 
could say he’s a young friend and likes animals or something, 
so they wont know why he’s there. You see what I mean?» 
Hoppy thought about it and realised his instant reaction 
came from a sense of proprietorship about Will. He knew 
it was time to give him a bit of space. «Yeah, sure,» he said, 
«you can pick him up right from school.» 
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It was the first time Will had walked out of school 
and not seen the familiar Landcruiser. He bit his lip and 
there was a moment of panic, then he saw the green Range 
Rover and steadily walked towards it. Terry got out as he 
approached and opened the passenger door for him. 

«Have a good day at school?» he asked. 

Will said, «It was OK.» 

As he put on Will’s seat belt, which he had to adjust to 
its smallest possible size, he moved a large white envelope to 
the back seat. «Horse X-rays,» he said. 

As they drove up the Esk Highway back towards St 
Marys, Terry tried to make conversation but he was unsure 
about how to talk to a six year old. He would ask a question 
and get a two-word answer if he was lucky. He decided to 
do the talking, so he told Will about the horse they were 
going to see. 

«They paid quite a lot of money for this horse. It comes 
from a good line of trotters. You know about trotters?» Will 
shook his head. «They race, but not like regular horse races. 
They pull a little cart called a sulky, and the driver sits in 
it. The thing is trotters don’t gallop, they trot.» He took 
his hands off the wheel to illustrate the movement of the 
horses’ feet. «They have a harness that keeps them moving 
like that. Anyway, they expected this horse would be as 
good as his father, who won quite a few races right here 
in St Marys.» By that time the Range Rover was following 
Haresfield Road past the St Marys Pacing Club. He pointed 
out past the fence. «That’s the trotting track right there.» 

About two kilometres further on, he pulled into a 
wide driveway with white wooden fencing on either side, 
the typical decor of a horse stud. A solid Federation-style 
homestead with a deep shaded verandah sat at the head of 
the drive with a wide turn-around that had a willow tree 
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and a fish pond in the middle. Off to one side was a row of 
white buildings covered in wisteria, obviously the stables. 
As the Range Rover pulled up, a large man with a big belly 
came out. 

«G day Terry,» he said as he approached. Terry reached 
into the back for the X-rays and then introduced Will as his 
friend who liked animals. Jack Woods was the owner of the 
horse stud. «You like horses?» he said to Will, as he led the 
way to the stable. Will nodded. 

«Quiet little bloke, isn’t he.» said Mr Woods, as if Will 
wasnt there. 

As they entered the stables, Will felt the horses. They 
were in stalls, one after the other, and as he walked along 
they put their heads out to see who was there. He walked 
slowly, making eye contact with each one, many of them 
tossing their heads as he passed. Several whickered and 
stamped. Mr Woods paused and looked around. 

He sensed the attention of his horses. He looked at Will 
and saw his close attention. 

«They're taking a good look at you,» he said. 

Part way down there was a girl cleaning out an empty 
stall. «You met Tracey?» asked Mr Woods. «She’s from 
Burnie Pacing Club, Harry Whitley’s daughter.» 

The girl, tall and brunette with a long pony tail, in her 
late teens, came out from the stall to shake hands. «Hello,» 
she said. Terry introduced Will and she shook his hand too. 
«You like horses?» she said and he nodded. «Me too. I love 
horses more than anything.» 

«Tracey's down for a couple of weeks,» explained Mr 
Woods. «Bit of training.» 

«I'd like to train my own trotters one day,» she said. «So 
I’m learning all I can.» 


«Good for you,» said Terry. 
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In the last stall was the problem horse. Terry said to 
Will: «This is Raincloud, He's the horse I was telling you 
about.» 

«He's nothing but trouble,» said Mr Woods with a bite 
in his voice. Then he asked: «Anything in the X-rays?» 

Terry shook his head. «No. I thought it could’ve been 
fetlocks, tendons maybe. But he’s fit as a fiddle. There's 
nothing physical to explain why he shies. Nothing.» 

«Well I tell you, if you can’t find anything, he’s going 
to the chopshop,» said Mr Woods angrily. «He's cost me a 
mint but I don’t care.» 

As they spoke, the horse which had put its head out of 
the stall like the others, now backed way to the far end. It 
was a beautiful creature with a fine light brown coat and 
a mane that was almost blonde. He was tall and his eyes 
seemed to roll back in his head as they watched him. 

«You know what I think?» said Mr Woods opening the 
stall door to go in. «He’s a mental horse, disturbed, you 
know? He'll never be any good.» 

Will quietly followed the two men into the stall and Mr 
Woods backed the animal into the corner and set a bridle 
on it. The horse let him do it but it shook its head many 
times so it was not easy. At the same time the horse kept an 
eye on Will. Mr Woods led Raincloud out of the stall and 
then into a holding yard beyond the stables. He opened 
a gate into a circular fenced area and let it go. The horse 
danced away agilely and turned to face them. 

«He moves fine,» said Terry. «His weight’s even, he’s 
good on all four. You see that?» 

«Yeah,» muttered Mr Woods. «Then you put him in 
harness and he’s hopeless.» 
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Terry glanced at Will, but there was no sign of 
anything. Maybe Will was just too shy with Mr Woods 
standing close by. 

«Well,» said Terry, «I’ve certainly done all the tests I can 
think of.» 

And then Will spoke. «Can I see him trot?» 

The two men were surprised, as he hadn’t said anything 
for a long time. Terry looked down at him. «You mean ina 
sulky?» he said, looking carefully to see if Will was trying to 
communicate something. 

Will nodded forcefully. «Mmmm.» 

«Actually,» said Terry, totally prepared to follow Will’s 
lead, «It might be good to look at him in harness, I might 
see something I missed.» 

«It’s fine with me,» said Mr Woods, «although I think 
youre wasting your time.» Then he turned and whistled 
sharply. A young man appeared from another shed, and Mr 
Woods yelled at him to get one of the sulkies and harness 
Raincloud. 

The young man didn’t look at all pleased, but he hauled 
a sulky out of the shed and soon had the harness ready. 
Then he came over to the circular yard. 

«Come here, you mad bastard,» he snarled at the horse 
which backed away from him. He lunged at it, got the 
bridle and led it to the sulky. When it was hitched, they 
walked behind the sulky out beyond the stables where there 
was a practice racing track, oval in shape and about two 
hundred meters long. Will followed the horse, keeping pace 
with it while the young man walked on the other side. Will 
was feeling the horse, going into it, finding out how this 
creature felt. 

When they reached the track, the young man jumped 
into the little slung seat of the sulky with a small whip in 
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his hand. The horse was edgy, skittering as the jockey held 
it tight with the reins. , 

«Run him light round once, Billy, then push him for all 
he’s got on the second,» said Mr Woods. 

Will stood at the rail and looked underneath so he 
could see the horse’s feet. The other two men stood behind 
him. The young man yelled at the horse and whacked it 
lightly with the whip. It began to trot evenly and steadily 
away from them. 

«He’s got a good gait,» said Terry. 

They watched it run the full round and nothing 
happened. It was as soon as the sulky passed the three 
spectators and the jockey applied the whip that it happened. 
Raincloud simply jumped sideways, pulling the sulky with 
it. It tipped at a terrifying angle threatening to capsize before 
the young man managed to pull it back and slow the horse. 
He jumped off the sulky and began hitting the horse wildly 
with the whip. The men ran up and Will went with them. 
Shying away from the whip the horse had now hit the rail 
and was bailed up against it. 

«Back off, Billy,» yelled Mr Woods, huffing as he ran. 

When they got there, the young man turned on his 
heels and stalked away. «Youre a freak,» he yelled at the 
horse as he went. 

Mr Woods took the bridle and worked the horse away 
from the rails. One of the wheels of the sulky had become 
jammed under the rail, so he asked Terry to hold the horse 
while he tried to dislodge it. While Terry held the horse’s 
head, Will came round and stood beside him. He looked 
up at the horse which was breathing in short nervous snorts 
and moving his feet agitatedly. As he did, the horse suddenly 
dipped its head and bumped it against Will’s chest. This 
sent Will backwards and he fell onto the grass. 
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«Whoa,» said Terry, «Steady.» He looked down at Will. 
«You OK?» Will scrambled up just as Mr Woods swore an 
angry oath from behind the sulky. 

He had finally detached the sulky and came back to 
the horse’s head. «Well, he said: «Now you've seen it. That’s 
what he does. Champion kangaroo.» 

Will could hold back no longer. «It’s the thoughts,» he 
said. 

Terry looked at him carefully. «What do you mean?» 

Mr Woods had bent down to pick up the whip that 
the young man had angrily thrown down and had missed 
what Will had said. As he stood back up Will looked right 
at him. «Everyone has bad thoughts. He hates it, he tries to 
get away from them.» 

«What's he saying?» said Mr Woods, looking puzzled. 

Terry thought carefully about his response. «Will here is 
a good man with animals. He, um, he has some interesting 
ideas.» 

«So you reckon, you know what's eating this bastard?» 
asked Mr Woods looking at Will with an unfriendly stare. 

Will nodded but looked down. He didn’t like the way 
Mr Woods was talking. 

Terry could see that and he had an idea. «Jack,» he said, 
«l’d like to walk him for a while, if you don’t mind, with the 
sulky still on.» 

«Suit yourself. Won't do you any good. You've seen 
what he is.» 

«You never know,» said Terry lightly. «Why don't you 
leave him with us and we'll just spend a bit of time on 
him.» 

«Righto,» said Raincloud’s owner, «but I tell you, I’m 
not spending another cent on him.» Then he threw the 
whip into the sulky seat and strode off back to the stables. 
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Once he was gone Terry said, «So what do you mean?» 

Will had watched Mr Woods walking away. «They're 
all angry here,» he said. «He doesn’t like it. When he starts 
to run, their thoughts hurt him and he tries to get out of 
the way.» 

«That’s why he shies?» said Terry nodding. 

Will nodded back. 

«So if someone else, someone with better thoughts drove 
him, he wouldn't shy?» said Terry. Again Will nodded. 

Terry had to laugh. «It makes sense you know. Although 
I doubt if it would make any sense to Jack Woods. He's a 
stubborn bloke.» Then he frowned. «But all the other horses 
don’t shy. Why him?» 

In response Will went right up against the side of the 
horse and lay his head against its sweaty flank. The horse 
immediately became very still and its breathing eased. It 
tossed its head a few times then swung it round so it could 
see Will out of the corner of its eye. Will was facing forward 
so they could see each other. The horse lightly whickered 
and its skin shivered. 

Finally Will lifted his head. «They hit it when it came. 
It was only little. They hurt it and it got scared and it broke 
something. Then they were angry. And they hit him hard.» 

«So the horses that were born here, they don't have that?» 

«No,» said Will. «They're not angry with them. Just him.» 

«I like what you're saying, Will,» said Terry. «Question 
is, what can we do about it? I mean they're not going to 
change their attitude, not now, not after this.» 

«Give it to a nice person,» suggested Will. 

«That would be good. The only problem is, who's going 
to take him? He's got a reputation as hopeless, no-one else is 
going to be interested.» 
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They began to walk Raincloud round the track, walking 
beside him. The horse was very calm now. They were round 
on the far side of the track when the girl they had met came 
out of the building leading one of the other horses. The 
horse had a bridle but no saddle. She swung herself neatly 
into the saddle and trotted the horse out onto the practice 
track, then she leaned into it and the horse took off at a 
gallop. She came flying round the track and they pulled 
the sulky over to let her pass. She called something as she 
passed, then she was gone. At the second round, she slowed 
her horse and came up beside them. 

«How did he do?» she asked. 

Terry shook his head. «Not good,» he said. «He shied 
and ran the sulky into the fence.» 

She dismounted and holding the bridle of her own 
horse came over to Raincloud. «Nobody understands you, 
do they?» she said 'and ran her hand along its neck. The 
horse bent to her touch and lightly whickered. 

Will looked at Terry and simply nodded. Her. 

Far away from the stud, they quietly talked to Tracey 
about what Will had seen. She nodded as if what she was 
hearing was quite natural to her. Then Terry took a risk. 
«Will’s got a gift with animals. He communicates.» 

She looked at the small boy very carefully, and then she 
said, «Yeah, I can see that.» 

«Have you ever worked with Raincloud?» asked Terry. 

«No, they say he’s too unpredictable. I’ve only been 
here a week.» 

«Can you drive?» asked Terry 

«Course. My Dad had me driving when I wasn’t much 
bigger than him.» 

«Can we try something?» asked Terry. «It might not 
work, but it’s worth a try.» 
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«Sure,» she said, «I'll try it.» She took the bridle of the 
horse she had been riding and tied it to the rail, then she 
came round to Raincloud’s head. 

«You are a beautifiul boy,» she said «And I want you 
to show me what you can really do.» She ran her hands 
along its neck, down over its legs, front and back. His skin 
shivered under her touch. She climbed into the sulky seat 
and took up the whip. Terry led Raincloud into the middle 
of the track, then he and Will stepped back under the rail. 

She called out: «Come on, boy!» and he moved forward 
as he had the first time, slowly and steadily and she let him 
find his own pace. They passed the stables, still at an even 
pace and there was no change in the horse’s rhythm, but as 
soon as they had passed the stables, she called to him and 
lightly tapped his rump with the whip. 

From right across the oval-shaped practice track, Will 
felt the horse’s heart leap up and his own leapt with it. 
«Now,» he said aloud and Terry looked down at him. Then 
he looked up again and was astonished to see Raincloud 
flash past him at an incredible speed. Tracey kept calling and 
the sulky ran straight and true holding close to the rail on 
the turns but never deviating. His rhythm was splendid, his 
head held high, he seemed to reach out into the air, surging 
forward with effortless power. His blonde mane flew in the 
wind and the girl rode easily in the sulky seat, not using the 
whip at all. Terry and Will felt the pounding thud of the 
hooves as they passed, and they were both laughing. 

After the third circuit, she brought him down to a stop 
beside Terry and Will. Her eyes were shining and she was 
laughing, too. Terry took the bridle and she jumped from 
the seat. She came round to the horse’s head. «Oh, you are 
a beautiful boy!» she said, and rubbed the horse’s sweaty 
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neck. Then she turned to them. «There’s not a thing wrong 
with this horse,» she said. «Not a thing.» 

It is not unusual for a Vet to organise the sale of a 
horse, especially when the owner doesn’t want it any more, 
so Terry had a quiet word with Mr Woods and found a 
solution for his problem horse. Raincloud was never going 
to work where he was but, Terry suggested, rather than just 
selling Raincloud off for almost nothing, he could give him 
to Tracey as a gift. Mr Woods was fed up with the horse, he 
hadn't seen what happened out on the track and no-one was 
going to tell him. He was glad to see the back of a damned 
nuisance and he offered Tracey her first horse in her future 
career as a trainer. «Dunno what youre going to do with 
him, but he’s all yours.» 

When she excitedly called her father, he laughed when 
she told him she had been given a trotting horse. Then he 
laughed even more when he heard Raincloud’s lineage. 
She'd got herself a bargain, he chuckled. She said nothing 
about his history of jumping sideways. 

When the horse trailer from the Burnie Pacing Club 
was ready to leave, Terry took Will out to the Woods’ horse 
stud one more time. Tracey said quietly to Will, as they 
stood off to one side, while the men talked, «He's going to 
be a champion one day. Just you wait.» 

Then she bent and kissed him on the cheek. «You 
saved his life I reckon. You're pretty amazing. Look after 
yourself.» 

She climbed into the big Ford that was pulling the horse 
trailer and waved. Terry and Will waved back as Mr Woods 
came up to them. 

«Well,» he said, «that’s the end of that. She’s welcome 
to him.» 
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A year later, Raincloud was running regularly and 
straight at most of the nerth coast pacing clubs. Two years 
later he won the Inter-Dominion championship and Tracey 
Whitley became the youngest trainer ever to win it. 
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In the second week of October, Hoppy took the bullocks 
to the Longford Agricultural Show. Like at Campbell Town, 
Hoppy had been a regular participant, running the bullocks 
in the grand parade and showing them off afterwards in an 
area reserved for them. This year, however, he was no longer 
just old Hoppy and his dray. Now his team was listed as 
one of the attractions. The Launceston Examiner had run 
an article on the Show and had highlighted «The Youngest 
Bullock Driver in the World» as one of the featured 
drawcards of the event. 

A week before, a young journalist had fronted up to 
the farm wanting to interview Will and take some photos. 
Ariette continued to feel protective of Will and she worried 
about all this exposure. Hoppy, however, loved the attention. 
«Nah, it won't hurt him,» scoffed Hoppy. «It'll give him 
some status, you know?» She wondered to herself who 
was really getting the status. There was no way she could 
dampen Hoppy’s enthusiasm, and the day the journalist 
came Hoppy had Will down at the bullock yard grooming 
the team and setting up the dray. 

«We're going to have to keep an album of all your 
appearances you know,» he told Will. By the time you finish 
high school, I reckon you'll have a full book.» 
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Will had just smiled and let it float past him. Being 
with the bullocks was one of the most precious moments 
for him. Whenever he was with them, he felt their huge 
hearts, their massive power, as if it was his own. He could 
merge into them and be part of them. 

The journalist turned out to be an Indo-Chinese boy, 
not long graduated from Journalism studies. His name was 
Pham Ng and he bounced up the driveway in the tiniest 
car Holden makes. Hoppy shook hands with him when he 
pulled up at the yards and proudly introduced Will. 

«This is the star of the show?» he asked. 

«Yep,» said Hoppy. « The Mercury’ called him Bullocky 
Boy. Good title, eh? 

«We'll find a better one,» said Pham, the two Tasmanian 
papers always competing with each other. Ariette was 
introduced, and the boy was immediately interested in her 
frenchness. «My grandmother is French,» he told her. Then 
he started speaking very passable French. Hoppy and Will 
stood there, listening to the music of their conversation. At 
last Ariette realised she should translate some of it. 

«Oh,» she said, «is so good to speak French again, I 
almost forget how to talk!» Pham explained that his family 
had fled Hue in Vietnam at the height of the war. They 
had been refugees in a camp on an island near Trengganu, 
in Malaysia, for some years, before being accepted to come 
to Australia as migrants. He was born in the camp and his 
grandmother had looked after him. There was no school 
in the camp and so it was she who schooled him. She had 
been a French teacher in Vietnam before they left. Sadly, 
she never saw Australia as she died in the camp. 

«That’s my story,» he said. 

Hoppy had sat patiently through all this, itching to get to 
the real reason for the visit. Ariette, however, wanted to talk 
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and she held up the proceedings for quite a while. Will loved 
to hear her talk in French and he was happy to sit on the 
railing and listen. Finally Hoppy butted in and said, «Well, 
we cant hold you up all day. Better get on with it, eh?» 

Pham had a small camera with him and took some shots 
of Will up on the dray with the whip in his hand. Hoppy 
wanted to show what Will could do, but the journalist said: 
«No that’s fine. I’ve got a good shot already.» 

Trying to hide his annoyance, Hoppy found himself 
unhitching the dray and turning the bullocks out into the 
paddock. Ariette invited Pham up to the house for a cup of 
tea. She climbed into his little car to show him where to go, 
and Will came with Hoppy in the Landcruiser. 

«Looks to me like your interview got hijacked,» 
muttered Hoppy as he followed the little car up the drive. 
Will didn’t seem to mind. 

Over tea, most of the conversation was in French, and 
in the end Hoppy excused himself and went into the office 
to take care of some paper work. 

«Do not worry about ’im,» said Ariette in English. «If’e 
is not le plus important, ’e is not ’appy.» 

With Hoppy out of the way Pham actually felt more at 
ease and he began to talk to Will. The answers were short 
and simple. He loved to drive the team. No, he was never 
scared. He didn’t have to learn how to do it. Pham took 
notes and he thanked Will for his answers. 

«Il don’t need much,» he said. «It’s not an article or 
anything, just something to go under the photo.» 

When it was time to leave, Hoppy re-emerged and was 
gracious enough as he said goodbye. «Looking forward to 
see his little face on the front page,» he said as he shook 


hands. 
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«Can't guarantee front page,» said Pham, «it all depends 
on the state of the world. But you never know.» He shook 
hands with Will and thanked him. With Ariette he spoke in 
French and she kissed him on both cheeks. 

‘The Examiner’ did slightly better than “The Mercury’ 
and Will was on the second page. It was a small photo in a 
collage of other shots of coming attractions at the Longford 
Show. Nonetheless, Hoppy bought a few copies from Josie 
who immediately put the clipping in her window. 

«He’s getting to be a celeb!» she joked. 

In reality almost nobody noticed, and at school nobody 
said anything until the day before the show. It was Friday 
and Miss Viorney, who had seen the article, asked how many 
children were going up to Longford to see the show. Some 
of their families had animals in the competitons, others said 
their families always went so there would be quite a few. 
«And,» said Miss Viorney, looking at Will. «I notice that 
there will be a bullock dray display.» He nodded dutifully. 
«So we will all have to make sure we see the grand parade.» 

«Oh, not Bullocky Boy again,» sneered Andrew Tranters. 
«Hiya! Hiya!» He mocked the bullock command and threw 
a screwed-up ball of paper in Will’s direction. 

Miss Viorney reimposed order, made Andrew retrieve 
his missile and dismissed her class for the weekend. As Will 
put on his little backpack, she came over to him. «Don’t 
worry about Andrew,» she said. «He’s just a bit jealous | 
imagine.» Will nodded, although she could see that Andrew 
did have an effect on him. «I'll be there to see you. Looking 
forward to it,» she said. 

The big trucks were loaded the night before, so everyone 
could leave early. George drove the semi with the bullocks 
on board and Hoppy followed with the dray on the second 
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truck. Now Friend expected to ride in the cab and Hoppy let 
it go, shaking his head at his diminishing self-discipline. 

At the showgrounds there was the same melee of 
arrivals, trucks angling to unload, utes with fat lambs, four 
wheel drives pulling horse trailers, and tiny little dog trailers 
behind family saloons. The organised chaos was directed 
by a team of white coated attendants with their ubiquitous 
clipboards. Hoppy knew where to go and they had the 
bullocks out and hitched in short order. 

«They do a pretty good brekky here, over in the Marson 
Hall,» he said to Ariette pointing across the showgrounds. 
«How about you take him while I get the gear sorted.» 

She took Will’s hand and they threaded their way through 
the crowd with Friend dodging unwary boots to keep up. 
The hall was packed with people balancing scrambled egg 
on paper plates, orange juice or coffee in polystyrene cups 
and danish pastries in paper bags. There were several noisy 
disasters as they made their way to the buffet, when more 
than one clumsy kid lost his breakfast on the sawdust floor. 
Ariette bought enough for the three of them and luckily 
found a discarded cardboard box to carry it in. 

As they made their way out again, Friend could not 
resist stopping to retrieve a fallen jam donut. As he did, 
someone kicked him and he squealed in pain. Will spun 
back to see what had happened. It was the older brother 
of Andrew Tranter, the brother who had said Friend wasn’t 
Will’s dog. The older boy sneered at Will and swaggered 
off. Will ran his hands along the little quivering body but 
he sensed there was no real damage. He angrily looked at 
the departing miscreant but there was nothing to be done. 
Ariette came back. «OK cheri?» she asked. He nodded. 
There was no need to tell her what had happened. 
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The morning went on without any further trouble. 
Hoppy set up the folding chairs and table and they ate their 
breakfast as various wellwishers came and went. A lot of 
them remembered Will from the Campbell Town Show. 
Arnold Smith came early, and Hoppy gave up his chair and 
pulled up a hay bale for himself. 

«Good to see the Lord’s representative,» grinned Hoppy 
in mild sarcasm. Arnold smiled benignly. «Oh ye of little 
faith,» he said back. 

Ariette shared the last of the danish pastries with 
Arnold, while he asked Will about school. «It's OK» was 
the only answer he got. «And how’s the Devil?» he asked 
next. It always tickled Arnold to be talking about the devil 
as a real thing. «The babies are out now,» said Will. «She lets 
me stroke them. They'll be gone soon.» Arnold marveled 
at how much more Will could share when he spoke about 
animals. 

Late in the morning, the ABC van pulled in. Hoppy 
was very pleased to see it and went over expecting to see 
Neil. The young woman who climbed out was definitely 
not Neil. «Oh,» said Hoppy. «Sorry, I thought it was Neil, 
Neil Cracknell.» She gave him a dimpled smile and said. 
«Neil’s not doing shows now. It’s my bad luck instead.» 

«Oh yeah.» Then Hoppy said: «Neil’s making a program 
about my bullocks, you know about that?» 

She shook her head. 

«I just thought if you needed any more footage, you 
know, Will’s here and he’s going to lead the parade.» When 
she clearly had no idea what he was talking about he told 
her the full story. She nodded and said. «I’ll ask Max to 
shoot it. It’s what we're here for anyway.» Hoppy left her 
feeling a bit embarrassed. Was he being just too pushy? 
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Other visitors came and went. Hoppy’s friend, the 
Longford dentist Dave Buckland, dropped by, and when 
Will smiled at him, he said: «Nice to see you smile. I’m 
looking foward to a full set of lily-whites very soon.» 

The only other Longford resident that Will knew was 
the young bearded artist from the art supply shop. He 
didn’t come as a visitor, but it turnd out he had a stall not 
that far from the bullocks. He was selling frames as well as 
some works by local artists. Friend had wandered off a little 
way and Will got up to follow him and that’s how he came 
across the frame stall. He was looking at the paintings when 
the man looked up. 

«Hello,» he said, «I know you. You bought some frames 
from me just a few months back. You're an artist, aren't you?» 
Will nodded. «See anything you like?» asked the man.» Will 
took a step closer, taking the invitation seriously. There was 
one painting of a mountain with a purplish haze above it. 
Will felt drawn to it. «You like that?» the man asked. When 
Will nodded, he took it down so that Wil could study it. 
«Well, you got good taste I reckon. It’s a classic. It’s not a 
real painting of course, just a reproduction. The real one’s in 
France I suppose. The painter’s name was Cezanne.» 

Will stared at it. Then he said, «France?» 

«Yep. If you like it, I can let you have it for a cheap 
price, seeing as how youre a good customer.» 

Will frowned. «How much?» 

«Give us ten bucks, that'll do it. You got that much?» 

Will shook his head. «I haven't got any money.» 

«Oh,» said the man «Your parents don’t give you pocket 
money?» 

The only way Will could answer was to shake his head. 
He turned and went back to the bullocks. The young man 
nearly went after him and nearly decided just to give it to 
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him, but he hadn’t even covered the cost of the stall. There 
was a limit to acts of generosity. Within minutes though, 
Will was back with an elderly Salvation Army officer. «I 
want to give this to Ariette.» Will said pointing at the 
painting. «It’s from France. But I don’t have any money.» 

«Then you've come to the right person,» said Arnold, 
«because it just so happens that I do.» Arnold smiled at the 
young man who was feeling more than a little embarrassed. 
«How much?» 

«Oh look,» mumbled the man through his thick beard, 
«I’m sorry he doesn’t have any money. It cost me five dollars 
for the frame. You can have it for that.» 

«That’s very generous of you,» said Arnold, unaware 
of the irony of what he was saying. He handed over a five 
dollar note from his little leather pouch. «Any chance you 
could wrap it?» he asked. 

They walked back together with Friend at their heels. 
Will was beaming up at Arnold. «She'll love it,» he said 
enthusiastically. As he looked down at this small shining 
face, now so much more fleshed out than when he first 
saw him, Arnold’s heart rose. The sweet innocence of this 
boy moved him deeply. He'd got excellent value for his five 
dollars. 

Ariette was amazed when he handed her his gift. «It’s a 
present,» he said. «From France.» She was speechless when 
she opened it. She had grown up in Pertuis, a little village 
that looked directly out towards Mont Saint Victoire. This 
was a print of Cezanne’s Mont Saint Victoire. She wrapped 
him in her arms and held him tightly. Finally she said: «Ow 
you know about this?» 

Will shrugged. «The man said.» 
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Ariette looked up at Arnold. «Is encroyable. Where I 
am born, there is this mountain. It is called Mont Saint 
Victoire. I see it all my days as child.» 

Arnold smiled. He was not averse to believing in 
miracles. «That’s the one he picked,» 

She held it against her chest and then hugged Will 
again. She held his hand tightly as they walked over to put 
it in the truck for safe keeping. 

As the time for the grand parade approached, the 
bullocks were lined up and hooked up the traces. Now that 
Will was the big attraction, Hoppy was going to let him 
drive entirely on his own. 

From the main arena they heard the announcement 
that the grand parade was about to start. Then the voice 
of the announcer came on again. «Ladies and gentlemen, 
boys and girls, welcome to the one hundrd and fifty-first 
Longford Agricultural Show. To lead the grand parade this 
year we have a special treat. The youngest bullock driver 
in the world, the smallest bullocky you've ever seen. His 
name is Will Judd. Ladies and gentlemen, put your hands 
together for this gutsy little feller.» 

There was a spattering of applause and Hoppy said: 
«There you go, Will. Take ’em out.» Will raised his whip 
in the air and called «Hiiyyaa!» and his team leaned into 
the traces. Max, the ABC cameraman was beside him and 
caught it nicely, pulling back from the tiny bullocky to the 
dray and his team. 

Then just as the dray began to move forward through 
the gate into the arena, there was a deafening explosion, 
followed by a series of smaller ones. Something was 
smoking intensely under the lead bullock’s feet and Butch 
was terrified. He veered away from it, violently pulling the 


other lead bullock with him. The problem was, although the 
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first pair had cleared the gate, the rest of the team had not. 
The second set now crashed into the side of the gate and 
the third pair crashed into them. The forward motion of 
the dray was enough to make it collide with the back of the 
final pair and Will, who had been standing on the bench, 
fell forward between the legs of the backenders, Whitey and 
his partner. There was total chaos. Men quickly jumped the 
fence and attempted to pull the lead pair back into a line to 
free up the others. Hoppy was in the middle of it all, yelling. 
Someone else had dived in behind the dray to grab Will 
who lay dangerously under the agitated feet of the last pair 
and pulled him out. In a second Ariette was there holding 
him, sobbing. Arnold was crouching next to her. Several 
bystanders pulled them back away from the bullocks, who 
were jammed up and bellowing in panic, their huge hooves 
pushing into the dust trying to get free from the tangle. 
The ABC cameraman was just clear of what happened 
and kept his camera rolling. Suddenly he knew he had a 
story. He kept focus on the men wrestling with the jostling 
frightened beasts, desperately trying to get them into 
enough of a line to unhitch them. He couldn't see the boy 
who had fallen and he dreaded to think what might have 
happened to him. Then he pulled back a little to show the 
full extent of the chaos. Four bullocks out of the gate, two 
trapped on it, two behind it. At last they got Butch and 
Wacker, the lead pair, out of the traces and led them away, 
bucking and jumping in the agitation. Hoppy was holding 
Butch and talking him down. The cameraman filmed him 
as he passed the bullock to another man, then raced back 
to the next pair. When they were clear, Hoppy had to get 
help from other men to get one of the third pair free. He 
had impaled himself on a pole and was bleeding badly. 
They had to physically pull him free and then tether him to 
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the fence. Then the last pair could be released. The camera 
caught all this. 

As he wrestled with each of his animals, with lots of 
strong helping hands, Hoppy kept looking for Will, terrified 
inside himself but unable to do anything but disentangle his 
team. Finally, when he had Whitey and the other backender 
safely away, the dray still jammed into the gate post, he 
looked around. Then he saw the ambulance men crouching 
with Ariette and Arnold. 

«Is he OK?» he burst out as he dropped down beside 
the group. The ambulance man yelled: «Give us some 
room! Back off!» Hoppy caught sight of Will, lying still, his 
face bloodied, his left arm hanging at a nasty angle. Ariette 
had heard Hoppy’s voice and turned. She grabbed him. «’E 
is OK. Is OK.» Then she grabbed him and held him. He 
began to shake. The sweat poured off his body. He had raced 
to save his animals and now his breath came in short sharp 
painful stabs in his chest. He was going into shock. Arnold 
was there, miraculously with a blanket to drape round him. 
Then Hoppy passed out. 
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The lead story on the ABC that night was the chaos at 
the Longford Show. The reporter who was not Neil stood in 
the arena near the damaged gate. She breathlessly described 
it as the closest she had ever come to being in a terrorist 
attack. She painted a vivid picture of the small boy on the 
dray, the deafening explosion, the smoke, panic-stricken 
bullocks crashing into the gate, the tiny driver tumbling 
forward. «I was just meters away when it happened!» she 
gushed as if she were almost a victim of the event herself. 

They cut to her interview with the local police sergeant 
who described it as a despicable act, an attack intended to 
injure. He informed her that they had arrested two young 
boys, after several people recognised who had thrown the 
large tangle of fire-crackers under the hooves of the bullock 
team. The young driver of the bullock team had suffered 
concussion and a broken arm and was in hospital. 

She finished her report by reminding viewers that just a 
few months earlier this same young driver had been the star 
of the Campbell Town Show. They ran a few seconds of that 
footage and then she came back with her final comment. 
Now looking seriously into the camera, she opined that 
important questions had to be asked about safety and 
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security at agricultural shows, and how wise it was to expose 
such small children to dangerous events. 

They watched this from the TV over Will’s bed in the 
Launceston Hospital. Ariette sat between their two beds. 
Hoppy lay propped up, pale as a ghost. «What a load of 
crap,» he muttered. «The events aren't dangerous, it’s 
humans.» 

Ariette turned to smile at him as he used the remote to 
turn the TV off. «Is good you still can talk.» 

«I ain't dead and buried yet,» he said, although his voice 
was not strong. 

Arnold was in a chair on the other side of Hoppy’s bed. 
«No doubt about that,» he said, «You're as strong as any one 
of your bullocks.» 

Arnold and Ariette had followed the ambulance to the 
hospital in Arnold’s Hyundai, with Friend on her lap. In 
the tumultuous seconds that followed the explosion of the 
firecrackers, they had both been at the vortex of the chaos. 
Even as the back-enders had stampeded and jostled, jammed 
between the dray and the iron posts of the gate and Will had 
fallen under their feet, Ariette had thrown herself in there 
instinctively. With someone else’s help, she had dragged 
Will back under the dray between the wheels to protect 
him from the feet of the big beasts. From there others had 
pulled them both clear. Friend was instantly there. He had 
kept his footing as the dray crashed into the bullocks and 
the gatepost, but he saw Will fall and he jumped. As Will 
and Ariette were pulled away, the little dog was right there. 

Will now lay in his bed, his left arm in plaster. He was 
dazed but awake. He had dislocated his elbow and sustained 
a fracture in his wrist. 

The moment when the firecrackers exploded, it was as if 
they had blasted him out of his own body. He was aware of 
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himself, floating just above the chaos. He could see that he 
was falling forward, down towards the back feet of Whitey 
and his partner. He watched the big hooves thrashing as 
they tried to keep themselves upright. As he fell, that part 
of himself that was totally calm, rose up and further away to 
witness the scenario. Inside himself, he could call to Whitey: 
«Don’t hurt him, don’t hurt him!» as if the body under the 
hooves belonged to a stranger and he saw that Whitey felt 
him and somehow the hooves did not strike the body. The 
small body hit the hard ground, the elbow falling apart as it 
hit the base of the post and the head collecting the concrete 
edge of the gate foundation. The instant pain that had shot 
through his arm, now merged with the pain in his head and 
although he knew it was his own body, the pain was too 
much and it pulled him back into his other, watching self. 
Then he saw that Ariette was there, he knew the danger 
she was in, under the wheels of the dray and then the other 
man was there and he knew she was safe and then he could 
let go and pull further back away from the pain. He was 
completely detached from his body, he could just leave it 
there. He hovered over it, the inert angular limbs cradled 
in Ariette’s arms. He saw the two St John’s Ambulance men 
race up and kneel beside her. He pulled up and back. He 
saw Friend was there. «It’s alright, it’s alright,» he told him 
as the little dog nosed in as close as he could. He saw Hoppy 
drop down beside Ariette and Arnold and he saw her turn to 
him. He saw Hoppy begin to fall. He saw the electric shock 
of pain which felled the old man. Then he went down to 
be with Hoppy. He held him in his arms, not in his small 
broken physical body, but in another part of himself, a part 
of him that was strong and in control. His spirit surrounded 
and held Hoppy’s spirit which was swirling in turmoil. Will 
held him and held him, while others tended the physical 


146 


Devil Whisperer 


body that had collapsed. Will held him as the two bodies 
were loaded onto stretchers, and then placed side by side 
into the ambulance. While the two bodies rode off up the 
highway to the Launceston Hosptal, Will held Hoppy and 
comforted him. 

There would be more tests for Hoppy, but the initial 
diagnosis was that he had sustained a relatively small heart 
attack. They were both going to be in hospital for several 
days. Weak as he was, Hoppy’s mind was racing. Who was 
taking care of the bullocks? Were they injured? He had seen a 
lot of blood on Patch, the bullock that had impaled himself. 
Was someone helping George get them sorted? Who would 
do the chooks and feed the dogs at home? How was Ariette 
going to manage? 

Arnold sat with him and took notes in a small notebook. 
His calm manner and his careful attention to getting the 
details helped Hoppy to focus. Call Terry. Call Horry 
Barwick, the neighbor down the track who could deal with 
the dogs and the chooks. Call Vivian. 

Finally Arnold stood up with a list of calls to make and 
told Hoppy: «Now you have to do something.» He looked 
down at him and lay his hand on the farmer’s chest. «You 
have to lie back and accept that there’s not a thing you have 
to do. There’s not a thing you can do. You have to be here, 
next to Will and keep him company. That’s it.» 

Hoppy looked up at him. «It’s hard, mate. I’m hopeless 
at being helpless, you know what I mean?» 

Arnold nodded. «Now’s the time to learn. I’m going to 
make the calls and I’ll be back to tell you how it went. And 
I will take care of Ariette and | will take care of Friend.» 

He went round to Will’s bed. «How you doing? Pain?» 

Will looked up at him and shook his head. 
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«Like I said to Hoppy,» Arnold ran a gentle hand along 
the boy’s cheek. «I will take care of Ariette and Friend. You 
and Hoppy don’t need to worry, you just have to get better. 
Alright?» 

The eyes of the child seemed far away but Arnold 
sensed how Will was coming out of himself to be present. 
Will did not speak but his eyes told the old man that he 
understood. 

Once Arnold had gone, Ariette leaned in to see how Will 
was feeling. «Cheri,» she said, «Ca va? Ok?» He managed a 
small smile and she took his right hand and squeezed it. 

Nurses and doctors came and went. Medications 
were administered, drips attached, charts written up. The 
endless and noisy activity that characterises all hospitals 
swept in and around them, like waves on a shore that pick 
up driftwood, move them slightly and leave them further 
up the beach. Ariette watched it all, answered questions as 
required, helped Hoppy not to get too agitated, and held 
Will’s hand. 

Arnold came back from his telephone mission and 
reported how he had done. Terry would be out to take 
a look at Patch the next morning. George had taken the 
bullocks back and they were all safely in the shed. Patch 
didn’t seem in any danger. George had found someone else 
to drive the second truck with the dray on it. The dray 
was not badly damaged. Horry Barwick would be happy 
to take care of the place until Hoppy was back on his feet. 
Vivian had been close to hysterical when he called her and 
she wanted to drive up from Hobart immediately. Arnold 
had taken quite some time to persuade her that everything 
was under control and that driving up in the middle of the 
night would do nobody any good. She had been frantically 
calling whoever she could think of after she saw the ABC 
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news. Once she had calmed down, she had said that at least 
she was relieved to know they were being taken care of and 
that no-one was seriously hurt. She would drive up the next 
morning. 

Hoppy lay back as Arnold went through his list. 

«Thanks, mate,» he said, his voice thin and strained. 
«Youre a godsend.» 

«You bet,» smiled Arnold. Then he turned to Ariette. 
She had been so fixed on Will and Hoppy for so long, that 
she was tense and strung out. He knew she would crash 
soon and would need to be comforted. He gently invited 
her to stay at his little cottage. She looked up at him with all 
the stress of the afternoon's events etched around her eyes. 
She shook her head. «I stay with them.» 

«You don't have to,» he said, «They’re getting all the 
care they need. Now I need to take care of you.» 

Will stirred as he heard Arnold’s voice. «It’s OK,» he said. 

«Cheri, I stay with you.» She bent and kissed his cheek. 

As she did, his right hand gripped hers. «It’s OK. I can 
look after Hoppy.» 

She stared at him. What did he mean? 

Arnold put his arm round her shoulder, as he smiled 
down at Will. «You can take care of each other. Is it OK for 
me to take care of Ariette?» 

Will nodded. «Mmm.» Then he looked up at her and 
his right hand squeezed hers. «It’s good. You can look after 
Friend.» 

She nodded and suddenly she was terribly tired. «OK,» 
she said and she bent to kiss him. She went round to Hoppy 
and kissed him, too. 

«I go with Arnold.» 

«Yeah,» said Hoppy «That’s best. Thanks, mate.» 
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Arnold lay his hand on Hoppy’s chest. «Everything is 
being taken care of, I promise you. And, you know what, 
Will says he’s taking care of you.» 

Hoppy’s eyes watered and he bit his lip. «Jesus,» he said. 

«Him, too,» smiled Arnold and turned to guide Ariette 
towards the door. 

Once they had left Hoppy let himself go. All the tension 
of trying to organise everything now flooded away and he 
sank into an exhausted sleep. As he did, he became aware of 
the presence of someone or something, which seemed to be 
inside him but also around him, as if he was being wrapped 
in protective arms. He struggled to focus to see who this was. 
The presence seemed to be soft and light but also strong, 
strong enough to carry him. It was both somehow familiar 
and yet unrecognisable. He wanted to address himself to it, 
he wanted to ask who it was, he wanted... but he could not 
hold himself there, and he let himself float away,-without 
being able to recognise who this was. 
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When Hoppy came to, it was Sunday morning. He 
struggled to recall the sensation of being protected but it 
was too diffuse. He had to let it go. He turned his head and 
looked across at the other bed. Will was watching him wake. 
They looked into each other’s eyes for a long moment, and 
Hoppy felt the ache in his heart. How fragile the small boy 
was, how vulnerable. The desire to hold Will in his arms 
was strong, but his body seemed unwilling to make any 
effort to move. At last he managed to say: «Good morning. 
Sleep OK?» 

Will nodded. 

Soon they were swept up into the business of the 
morning rituals in Launceston General Hospital, and then 
not long after the morning shift nurses had done their 
checks and medications, the watery scrambled eggs and 
cold toast had been washed down with anaemic tea and the 
basic toilet requirements had been completed, the invasion 
of visitors began. Ariette and Arnold were of course the 
first. Ariette wore the same clothes as the day before and 
looked like she had not slept well. She flew into the ward 
and embraced her two men with intensity, first Will, then 
Hoppy. Arnold came in quietly behind her, bearing irises 
from his own garden. 
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Vivian must have left Hobart long before dawn, because 
she was not far behind them. She stood in the doorway, a 
momentary statuette of anxiety. «Oh, Dad,» she sighed and 
then rushed across the room to Hoppy, enfolding him. He 
stared over the top of her head at Ariette and Arnold. He 
was not looking forward to being the object of so much 
emotion. At least she had left Birdie with Don. She pulled 
back and looked searchingly at her father. «Maybe now 
youll think about slowing down a bit,» she said. 

«Doubt it,» he muttered. 

And as would happen endlessly all day, the events of the 
Longford Show would be replayed and analysed. How did 
it happen? Why would anyone do that? Do they know who 
set off the crackers? What was the damage? When would 
they be out of hospital? 

When Terry and Barbara appeared, they had found out 
more of the details. The two boys were Tranters, two older 
brothers of Andrew. «They must have planned the whole 
thing, just like a band of terrorists,» said Terry. He’d seen 
the ABC news the night before. «That whole family is a 
mob of thugs.» 

«How's Patch?» asked Hoppy referring to the injured 
bullock. 

«Not to worry,» said Terry. «He’s got a thick hide. Still 
he ran the spike in pretty deep. Far as I can tell, it didn’t hit 
anything vital. He’ll mend.» Then he chuckled, «Probably 
faster than either of you.» 

By the middle of the morning, there was quite a 
gathering of wellwishers, as the constant stream of flower 
bringers and card deliverers ebbed and flowed. Hoppy was 
kissed endlessly by women and shaken hands with by men. 
Will was showered with condolences that rained down on 
him, way beyond his capacity to absorb them. He seemed 
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on the edge of consciousness, and both Ariette and Arnold 
watched him carefully. The room was filled with extra 
chairs, vases, rows of cards and boxes of chocolates. In what 
seemed more like a garden party than a hospital ward, the 
nurses still threaded their way through the throng from 
time to time to take readings and check the condition of 
their patients. 

Will’s teacher, Miss Viorney, came with Ann Hewson 
the School Principal. Dave Buckland, the Dentist from 
Longford, turned up and later in the morning, even the 
Parry Family, with Damien’s Dad, obviously a reluctant 
participant. Diane Parry had brought flowers from her 
garden and a casserole dish of lasagne. Quite what she 
expected the hospital to do with it was not clear. 

«It’s so tragic,» gushed Diane. «We saw it on the ABC. 
Just awful.» 

Hoppy nodded patiently and Will had to accept 
her sloppy embrace when she leant over him radiating a 
powerful whiff of some inexpensive supermarket scent. 

Both the journalist from “The Examiner’ and the girl 
reporter from the ABC arrived and asked for interviews. 
Hoppy said he wasn’t up to it and Will certainly wasn’t 
either. Their photos were taken in their adjacent beds and 
the journalists retired. 

Late in the morning two police officers arrived. Bill 
Noonan was the local Fingal station officer, a good friend 
of Hoppy’s and a man to be trusted. The other was Alex 
Anastasius who had taken his place when he was on leave 
earlier in the year. When she saw Alex, Ariette jumped up 
and gave him a hug. «Thank you for coming,» she said. 

He looked at her ravaged face and held her tight. «You've 
had a tough time,» he said. 

She nodded. «Is true. I worry for both of them.» 
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«How long will they be in here?» he asked. 

«We don't know.» 

«You can't live on the farm by yourself,» he said. 

«I don’t know.» She looked at him. They had enjoyed 
each other’s company but after the Campbell Town Show, 
something had shifted. Now each wondered how the other 
felt. He wanted to hold her, take care of her. She was 
struggling, not being in her own country, not speaking her 
own language, dealing with a crisis of people she had only 
known for nine months. He longed to be the one she could 
turn to. 

«I’m going to ask for some time off,» he said firmly. 
«I’m coming to help.» 

She gazed at him. So much emotion was Gidtering behind 
her eyes, he couldn't tell how she reacted to his offer. 

«I don’t know,» she repeated. 

Bill sat with Hoppy and they talked about the Tranters. 
They were under legal age, so they would be dealt with in 
juvenile court. They both had previous offenses against their 
names and both ran the distinct danger of being sentenced 
to time in a juvenile detention centre. «1 suppose every 
town’s got to have their fair share of bad apples,» muttered 
Bill. «Problem is the bad ones tend to breed.» 

Hoppy grinned a weak response. «If they were livestock, 
we'd cull ’em.» 

At lunch time, the head nurse announced that both 
Hoppy and Will needed some quiet time and she herded all 
the visitors out of the room. They would have their lunch 
in peace she announced, then they would rest and visitors 
could come back at three o'clock. 

This meant that while Will and Hoppy faced tasteless 
chicken and veggies on plastic trays, Ariette, Arnold, Alex 
and Vivian went down to the hospital cafeteria. As they sat 
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there with their own plastic trays of whatever they dared 
to eat from the buffet, they talked about how things were 
going to work out. Arnold reported the results of his phone 
calls and that the farm would be OK for a while. 

«But even then,» said Vivian, «Dad can’t go back to 
doing it on his own. He’s had a heart attack.» 

Ariette shook her head. «Is not so bad. ’E will be better. 
Is just ’e ’ad shock, no?» She felt awkward trying to speak in 
this adult way, even though she knew them all. 

Arnold patted her hand. «We'll have to wait and see. 
Play each day as it comes.» 

Vivian said: «I’ve asked Don if I can stay up here till I’m 
sure Dad’s alright.» 

She looked around the table. «I mean we have to be 
realistic about this. The farm, the bullocks, it’s a lot of work 
and he’s not a young man any more. Not that he will admit 
it.» She took a bite of her sandwich and then added: «And 
maybe we have to think about the foster parent thing. It’s a 
question. Can he do it? Will they let him?» 

Ariette sat up sharply, not sure that she understood. 
«What means?» 

«I don’t want to upset you, Ariette,» said Vivian, «but, 
well, as you know, Don is a social worker and they have to 
be sure the foster parent is fit enough, I mean fit enough to 
be a foster parent.» 

«No, no!» said Ariette, a shrill, almost hysterical note 
tingeing her voice. 

Alex leapt to her aid. «Listen,» he said putting his arm 
around her, «she doesn’t mean anything will happen to 
Will.» Then looking menacingly at Vivian: «Did you?» 

With a horrible recognition of what she had just 
inadvertently done to Ariette, she scrambled up from her 
chair, came round and she put her arm round her, Alex 
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pulling back to make room. «I am so sorry,» she said, «I 
didn’t mean . . .» . 

There was no way she could hold back any longer and 
to her embarrassment Ariette began to cry. All the pent-up 
emotion of the previous twenty-four hours burst out. Alex 
held her and Arnold patted her hand. Vivian retreated into 
her ham and pickle sandwich, feeling terrible. Around their 
table, the echos and bangs of the plastic and steel cafeteria 
created an intrusive soundtrack of business, as the families 
of patients, the orderlies and the nurses, doctors and 
administrators, came, ate and went. 

Finally Alex suggested that he take Ariette for a walk, 
and they got up. Vivian and Arnold watched them thread 
their way out of the cafeteria, the young man with his 
protective arm around her shoulders. 

«He will help her to feel better,» said Arnold, sipping 
his now cold tea. 

«Oh, I hope so,» responded Vivian. «I didn’t mean to 
upset her. It’s just, well, that’s what we have to think about. 
You can't predict what’s going to happen.» 

«Hoppy is not going to give Will up.» Arnold shook 
his head. «He’s a tough character, as you must know. He'll 
fight. And he has Ariette. They're a team.» 

«I know,» she sighed. «You are probably right.» 
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As it turned out, neither Hoppy nor Will were required 
to stay in the hospital too long. Hoppy had not sustained 
any great damage. «Strong as any of me bullocks,» he told 
his cardiac specialist, who tended to agree. «Still,» the 
specialist cautioned, «you've been given a wake-up call. It 
was a mild heart attack, but it’s telling you to slow down. 
Better listen to it.» Hoppy nodded, but the specialist knew 
it was not going to happen. 

Will’s concussion had subsided and his left arm would 
mend in its own time. He'd be in plaster for six weeks, but 
other than that he was cleared for discharge. 

Arnold had opened his little cottage to include Vivian 
and Alex, happily enjoying the activity and the excitement. 
He had always needed to feel useful. He'd made a snug bed 
for Friend in his kitchen and the little dog seemed to accept 
that this was his place for the time being. 

They all returned from the hospital late on Sunday 
night, and Arnold poured them all a good-sized brandy. It 
had been a long and challenging day. They sat in Arnold’s 
lounge, tired and yet relieved. It could all have been so much 
worse. There was the inevitable discussion about how things 
were going to have to change on the farm. Vivian carefully 
avoided any more reference to foster parent issues. Alex had 
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been granted a week’s leave, although when he announced 
it, he saw that Ariette was more than a little ambivalent 
about it. She knew there was more to his intentions than 
merely helping out with the farm. 

When it was time for bed, Arnold helped his guests to 
settle. Alex would sleep on the couch, and Vivian dutifully 
blew up an inflatable mattress to go on the floor in the spare 
room beside Ariette’s bed. 

As they got ready for bed, Vivian finally said what she 
had been trying to phrase in her head all evening. «Ariette, 
I am happy that you have come into my Dad’s life. And I 
am very happy that you are both looking after Will. I don't 
want you to think that I have any negative feelings about 
any of it. I promise you I’m not trying to prevent anything.» 
She paused, wanting to be sure that Ariette was following. 
Ariette was studying her face as she spoke, nodding gently. 
«What you are both doing for Will is wonderful and 
generous,» said Vivian, «and what you and Will have done 
for my Dad is incredible. He has changed so much since 
you came.» 

«You are ‘is daughter,» said Ariette. She had been tense 
all day, speaking English all day, worrying about her boys all 
day, and dealing with a continuous onslaught of challenges 
all day. Now as she lay back on Arnold’s narrow single bed 
in his guest room, she was exhausted. «Now I sleep.» 

Vivian wished her goodnight and turned off the light. 
She heard the French girl’s breathing deepen and she 
knew she was asleep in seconds. Vivian lay in the dark on 
a mattress that threatened to throw her onto the floor if 
she moved too much. She tried to piece together a good 
approach to the future, both for her father and for his foster 
child. There were so many possibilities. She wrestled with 
them for most of the night. 
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They breakfasted together and then all descended on 
the hospital. As the day wore on, more visitors arrived 
and Hoppy felt like some kind of automaton telling and 
retelling what happened. Ariette sat on Will’s bed and read 
to him. Arnold made more calls as Hoppy thought of all the 
other bits of business that needed to be taken care of. Alex 
sat quietly watching Ariette and chatting to visitors. 

By the afternoon it was decided both patients would 
be discharged the following day and everyone seemed to 
breathe a sigh of relief. 

In the evening as visiting hours were over, they had said 
«Goodnight» and left the patients in peace. Arnold invited 
Ariette, Alex and Vivian to his favourite little restaurant 
in Launceston, a tiny backstreet Italian place that offered 
homemade pasta and an excellent array of sauces. As they 
walked in, the owner greeted him as an old friend. «Arnoldo, 
is good to see you. You bring your friends?» 

Perhaps for the first time since the accident, Ariette could 
really let go of her anxiety and, at least a little, enjoy herself. 
She sat next to Alex on a curved padded bench seat against 
the wall under a mural of Venice and surreptitiously took 
his hand under the table. At the end of the night, warmed 
by a decent Tuscan red and then cooled by an excellent 
Tiramisu, she held hands as they walked back to Arnold’s 
car. She kissed him goodnight and slept long and deep. 

The paper work and bureaucracy to discharge the 
patients tested everyone’s endurance the next morning, but 
finally the two patients were wheeled through the automatic 
doors into the sun. Hoppy looked up from his wheelchair 
and let the sun bathe his face. 

«Geez,» he said, to no-one in particular, «I’m glad to be 
out of there.» 
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He would travel with his daughter while Will would 
take Friend with Ariette in Alex’s Celica. They all exchanged 
hugs with Arnold, even Hoppy, as they stood together in the 
hospital carpark. It was not so long ago, Arnold remarked, that 
they had been in the same position after the death of Sam. 

«l’m going to miss the excitement,» admitted Arnold. 

Ariette gave him a warm two-cheek kiss and held him. 
«Thank you. Is so good you are ’ere,» she whispered. 

He stood and waved as they left. He really was going to 
miss them. 

Turning at last into the drive of the farm, Vivian's car 
pulled up at the bullock shed and Alex pulled alongside. 
Hoppy levered himself painfully out of the car. «Better 
see how my boys are,» he said and began to walk gingerly 
towards the shed. Then he stopped and turned back to wait 
for Will . 

Ariette helped Will out and he joined Hoppy. Hoppy 
looked down at him. «We've been in the wars, eh?» Will 
nodded and with his right hand he took Hoppy’s left and 
they walked slowly together towards the shed. Alex ran 
forward to open the door. 

«Easy, mate,» said Hoppy, «We're not cripples you know.» 

The bullocks heard them coming and started bellowing. 
As they walked into the shed, they both breathed in the 
heady smell of bullock and hay, as powerful a homecoming 
sensation as any they could experience. 

«G'day, boys,» said Hoppy, and they responded. 

Will went out to them from inside himself. His way of 
being with them was not just physical. They felt each other. 
His love for them and their deep trust in him, throbbed 
between them all. They had all turned towards them when 
the shed door slid back and now, one after the other, Will was 
looking into the eyes of the team. Butch, Wacker, Whitey, 
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how he loved them all. When they reached Patch, Hoppy 
went behind him to look at the damage. There would be a 
scar down the flank and across the lower belly. The wound 
had been doused in some kind of red disinfectant by Terry 
which made it look more bloody than it was. 

«You'll be right, old feller,» said Hoppy with more than 
a little emotion in his voice. Then he looked along the row 
of animals. «We'll be back in business before you know it,» 
he said as loudly as he could, as if he was a captain speaking 
to his crew. «What d’you reckon, Will?» He looked down 
at his little bosun. The light in the child’s face, looking 
earnestly up into his own, struck Hoppy deeply. 

The boy nodded. «Mmmm.» 

Accepting Alex’s help reluctantly, they turned the bullocks 
out into the paddock. Patch moved slowly and carefully but 
he seemed to be steady. Hoppy and Will watched them in 
silence and then turned to go up to the house. 

The Kelpies were in uproar in their enclosure. As soon 
as the cars stopped, Friend raced around to their fence, 
barking back. Then Hoppy came across, moving slowly 
with Will by his side. The Kelpies leapt at the gate until 
Hoppy let them out and they cavorted and jumped as if 
they hadn't seen anyone for weeks. 

Leaving the dogs to run, they went into the house. In 
the kitchen, they discovered a motherload of home cooking 
on the kitchen table. Obviously the neighbourhood women 
had been up and there was enough to feed an army. Hoppy 
looked at it all and shook his head. «Could open a bloody 
tuckshop with all this,» he muttered. 

«Oh, Dad,» said his daughter, «It’s wonderful, don't 
you think? So generous.» She put Diane Parry's lasagne in 
the oven, kept out a salad and some kind of fruitcake, and 
found room for the rest in the fridge. Ariette went to change 
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into clean clothes, and Hoppy announced he'd better check 
his answering machine and disappeared into his office. Will 
looked up, as if he was listening for something. 

«No-one let the chooks out,» he said. 

Alex grinned at him. «Could be a job for us boys, eh?» 

As they walked over to the chook yard, Alex asked: 
«What do you think about going back to school?» 

Will deftly unhooked the gate one-handed and went in. 
The chook house was indeed still closed and the hens were 
vocal about their incarceration. He opened the door and all 
the hens came flapping out in a frantic feathery disgruntled 
avalanche. Phantom strutted off, pointedly miffed at the 
neglect of his harem, and fluttered up to reclaim his rooftop 
perch. 

Will watched them as the chooks spread out, pecking 
around for morning treats. «I don’t like school,» he said. 

«Neither did I when I was a kid,» said Alex. «Your 
teacher seems nice.» 

«Mmm.» Will nodded. 

«The other kids give you a hard time?» 

«Sometimes.» 

Alex nodded. «The boys who threw the firecrackers at 
the bullocks, are you scared about that?» 

Will nodded again. Then he said, «The bullocks were 
scared, too.» 

«Well that won't happen again.» Alex wanted to be sure 
that Will felt safe. «Those boys are in big trouble.» 

«But their brother might,» said Will. 

Alex looked down at him as he closed the chook yard 
gate. «What do you mean?» 

«He's in my class.» Will looked back up at the policeman 
as he spoke, perhaps wondering if he could do anything 


about it. 
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«I think we could talk to your teacher about that,» he 
said, putting his hand on Will’s shoulder as they walked 
towards the house. «You leave it to me.» 

The lasagne came out of the oven and they sat round 
the kitchen table. Hoppy was looking drained and seemed 
to move slowly. He tried to stay upbeat as he talked about 
all the messages they had received after the attack on the 
bullocks, but everyone could see he was fading. He barely 
made it through the lasagne, when he said, «I think I better 
go lie down for a bit.» 

After he'd gone, Vivian said: «He looks terrible.» 
Then she looked over at Will, who had been working his 
way, one-handed, through the heavy lasagne with careful 
concentration. «What about you Will, you need a snooze?» 

He shook his head. 

They helped themselves to salad, and then Will suddenly 
said: «I want to go down to the creek.» He was far away, his 
voice thin, as if he was working on something deep inside 
himself and only just able to communicate it. 

«Want us to come with you?» asked Alex, concerned 
that maybe Will walking around by himself was not wise. 
But Will shook his head. «Just Friend.» 

Alex glanced at Ariette who shook her head. She had 
been watching Will all through lunch and she knew he was 
grappling with something. 

«Is OK.» She got up and helped him from his chair. 

Vivian came close to voicing her objections but she held 
her tongue. She watched Ariette organise a pullover for Will 
so that the sling that held his plaster was underneath. It was 
not a cold afternoon but she wanted to be careful. Then 
she kissed him and opened the kitchen door for him. «A 
bientét,» she said. 

He gave them all a distracted wave and was gone. 
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They sat together over the remnants of the lasagne and 
salad, like drunks on the day after. Now they were home, 
it was a release of contained tension. Vivian announced 
that she would make tea to go with the fruitcake, and they 
smiled weakly. Tea would be good. 

Friend was waiting at the door as Will came out and 
trotted by his side as he walked away from the house. Far 
off he heard one of the bullocks call and he recognised the 
boss’s voice. Butch was in charge. 

He stopped for a while by their paddock and they all 
came over. He slipped under the fence and went from one 
to another running his good hand along their flanks and 
rubbing their noses. These huge gentle creatures lowered 
their heads for his attention, murmuring in contentment. 

Finally he climbed back through the fence and went on 
down to the creek. By the broome thicket, where he had let 
Bagheera go, he sat down. The creek chattered away over small 
rocky cascades and sparkled in the sun. Where the current 
turned back in the quieter, sheltered side pools, he began to 
see the fingerlings, the tiny fish that had been spawned here 
and who would head down stream as they grew. 

He was thinking of Sam. Sam had been in his mind ever 
since he and Hoppy had been wheeled into the hospital. 
Sam had died in that hospital. Even though he had been 
in pain when he arrived there, still Will had felt connected 
to Sam at that moment. He could see how he looked, lying 
in his bed unable to speak, only able to move his eyes. 
Since then, even while he had so many nurses and doctors, 
prodding and injecting, visitors talking and women kissing 
him, monitors and beepers, treatments and medications, 
always Sam seemed to be there. 

Now he sat by the creek and he remembered how Sam’s 
ashes had blown in the breeze across the rippling water. He 
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called Friend to him and held the little dog close to him with 
his good arm. Together they watched the tiny fish moving in 
convoy. He let himself go with them, down into the water, 
becoming one of them, flashing in and out in the play of 
the sun and the shadow. He was a small fish, one of many, 
weightless in the current, responding as a group to swish or 
to plunge. He could let himself go and swim away. 
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Ariette knew where to find him. She came on her 
own, later in the afternoon as the shadows lengthened. She 
walked slowly and quietly, but the Jack Russell sensed her 
well back, and by the time she arrived at the broome thicket 
Will was standing waiting for her. 

«Ca va?» she asked softly. 

«Mmm,» he responded. 

She sat on the grass and he sat next to her. Now that 
Will had a companion, Friend felt free to roam and nosed 
off into the bushes. They sat and listened to the comforting 
burble of the stream until Will said: «It doesn’t hurt.» 

«Is good,» she murmured. They said no more to each 
other and sat, until finally, without any outward sign, they 
got up and began to walk back up to the house. Will had no 
need to call Friend, he trotted up to them near the bullock 
shed. 

«Better put them in,» said Will. 

Ariette fought with the weight of the big iron door and 
the bullocks wandered across, going in, one after the other, 
obedient and calm. Then Ariette leant her meagre weight to 
the job of pulling the door across behind them, while with 
his good arm, Will pulled down books of hay from the bales 
at the end of the shed and filled the feeders. He checked 
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their water supply. Then they stood together in the middle 
of the shed. «Is good we can do this without ’Oppy,» she 
said proudly. «’E needs to rest.» 

She watched Will saying goodnight to them, rubbing 
their noses as they pushed their massive muzzles over the 
railing. She knew without a doubt he was talking with 
them, only silently. She felt his love for them and their deep 
bovine affection for him. There was a peace in this bullock 
shed that was so comforting she felt no desire to leave. 

The sound of the Landcruiser brought them out of 
their quiet state. The door slid open and there was Hoppy, 
looking pale but ready to work. Alex followed him in. 
Hoppy grinned as he saw them standing there with the 
bullocks all set. «Doing me out of a job are yous?» 

Ariette put a friendly arm around Hoppy’s waist. «You 
teach us.» 

«Well!» grinned Hoppy, «Maybe Alex and me, we can 
go for a holiday and leave you blokes in charge.» 

«I don’t think so.» She smiled up into his face. «You 
miss them too much.» 

«Sorry, mate,» Hoppy winked at Alex, «she’s right about 
that.» 

«Pity,» added Alex, willing to play along. «We could've 
gone fishing.» 

«Tell you what,» said Hoppy, nodding, «Maybe that’s 
just what we ought to be doing.» 

«Fishing?» Ariette was not sure she understood. 

«Tomorrow we'll go to Scamander and we'll go fishing. 
That'll fix us all up.» 

They drove back up to the house, where Vivian was 
creating dinner out of a selection of the Valley's offerings. 
The idea of going fishing seemed to have energised Hoppy. 
«We could make a pretty fancy picnic out of all this.» His 
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daughter smiled, happy to see him more himself. «Going 
fishing tomorrow at Scamander. What do you reckon?» 

«Aren't you supposed to be resting?» she asked with a 
wry smile. 

«Nothing more restful than fishing.» He came over and 
gave her a hug. «It'll do us a hell of a lot of good.» 

After the evening meal, however, Hoppy quickly faded 
out and excused himself. Will soon followed. After she had 
tucked him in and read him his chapter of the Jungle Book, 
Ariette came out to the front verandah where Vivian and 
Alex had taken the coffee pot. It was a mild spring evening 
and the last of the sun was toying with the square jaw of 
Stacks Bluff. 

«When we were kids,» said Vivian, gazing off at the 
roseate western sky, «my Dad seemed like this invincible 
giant, this big strong guy, never showing much emotion, 
except anger maybe, never showing any sign of weakness. 
Now here he is, just turned sixty with the first little signs of 
ageing and slowing down. It’s something to think about.» 

Alex nodded. «Yeah. My parents are both in their sixties 
although neither of them are like Hoppy.» 

Vivian smiled. «They must be proud of you.» 

«Yeah. I suppose so.» Then he grinned. «They'd like me 
to get married, give them grand kids and then they feel 
like they'd done their duty.» 

«Are they ’appy you are policeman?» asked Ariette. 

«Yes and no.» He smiled at her. «My Mum is scared and 
my dad is proud.» 

«And what about you, Ariette?» asked Vivian. «Tell us 
about your family.» 

Ariette gazed off across the Tasmanian landscape, so 
different from the south of France. «In my family is just 
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me. My mother and my father, they were both teachers. 
They are in retreat soon.» 

«You mean retired?» 

«Ah yes, thank you.» Every now and then the faux amies 
between the languages would catch her out. 

Alex asked: «Do you talk to them much?» 

«Pas de tout. Not at all. I send them cartes postales, you 
know.» 

«They must miss you,» said Vivian. 

Sipping her coffee, she thought about it. «It is perhaps 
true.» 

«You know, if you wanted to, I am sure Dad would be 
happy for you to call them.» 

Ariette did think about it and perhaps because Hoppy 
had just had his close call, something in her wanted to 
remake contact with her own parents. 

«Is maybe important. I will ask.» 

Vivian diplomatically excused herself from the couple, 
took the coffee pot and the cups and retired for the night. 

They sat in silence, listening to the night sounds. Far 
off somewhere a dog called to another and the echos of the 
Valley’s canine telegraph rippled off into the distance. 

Alex moved closer and put his arm around her. 

«How are you doing?» he asked softly. 

«Is OK,» she said. 

«I’ve missed seeing you,» he said, and he leant in and 
kissed her. She pulled back after a moment, studying his 
eyes, then she leaned in and responded to his kiss with her 
own. After a while she took his hand and led him down the 
corridor and into her new room. It was time to baptise the 


double bed. 
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Dutifully appearing from his own room at breakfast, 
Alex greeted everyone with a broad smile and Vivian 
couldn't help but recognise its significance. She had to 
admit to herself that it was a relief to know that Ariette was 
feeling free enough to have a relationship, rather than being 
only available for Hoppy because of Will. Not that she 
thought there had been anything carnal between her father 
and Ariette, but it was her secret fear that Ariette would 
feel she had to marry Hoppy to make sure Will was safe. 
If nothing else, she feared an arrangement for the wrong 
reasons would lead to her father being hurt. And now he'd 
had a heart attack, she was sure he would be even more 
fragile. If things were developing with Alex, she was happy. 

When Ariette appeared, having dressed Will and put 
on his sling, she seemed at peace and greeted Alex no more 
effusively than she did Vivian. 

Hoppy took his time and was a bit groggy. «This dope 
they're making me take is turning me into a zombie.» 

Vivian kissed him. «Makes a nice change having a 
slower-moving, less energetic parent. I like it.» 

«Enjoy it while it lasts,» he muttered as he pulled out a 
breakfast chair for himself. «I'll be back to normal before you 
know it.» He looked over at Will. «How are you faring?» 
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Will smiled at him and lifted his sling for Hoppy to 
see. «OK.» 

«We'll both be back to normal together, eh?» 

Will nodded and tucked into his Vegemite on toast. 

After breakfast, Hoppy took Alex off to dig for worms 
in the compost and sort out some fishing gear while Will 
fed the chooks one-handed and the women cleaned up. 
Vivian risked making a comment. «Alex is a lovely man.» 

Ariette let her gaze fall on Hoppy’s daughter and 
accurately read what was behind the remark. She smiled 
and said, «’E is Greek. Mediterranean, like me.» There was 
an unmistakable intended neutrality in her voice. She was 
making no commitments. 

It would require two vehicles to take them all to 
Scamander, so the fishing gear went on the back of the 
Landcruiser. Will and Ariette would travel with Alex, Vivian 
with her father. She was not convinced he should be driving 
yet but she wasn't brave enough to fight him over it. At least 
she'd be there, if she was needed. He saw her concern, of 
course, but he let it pass. 

They arrived at Scamander without incident and 
pulled up behind Hoppy’s brother-in-law’s boat shed. «You 
remember where the key is?» he asked Will. Will nodded 
and went off to the decrepit stone statue of the Queensland 
cane toad. Under Hoppy’s supervision Alex pulled out the 
largest of the dinghies and pushed it down the bank. It was 
high tide, so there was not too much mud. Everyone helped 
carry the rods and lines and baskets and bait down to the 
dinghy, in which Friend had already installed himself in the 
stern, looking out over the water with fixed concentration. 
Everyone found themselves a place and Alex pushed the 
dinghy out, turned it and nimbly hopped aboard without 
getting his feet wet. 
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«Obviously done this before,» nodded Hoppy with 
approval. 

«With my Dad,» said Alex. «He and his Turkish mate, 
Mansur, go out on the Bay pretty well every weekend. They 
just bought themselves a new five metre Cuddy. I used to 
love going out when I was a kid. Back then it was just a 
dinghy, a bit like this.» 

Alex took the oars and expertly eased the dinghy out 
into midstream. Friend scrambled over the crew to take up 
his position at the point of the prow. It was slackwater, so 
the boat sat calmy in the middle, drifting gently in a fine 
offshore breeze towards the two bridges. Being the middle 
of the morning in the middle of the working week, there 
was no-one else around. Cars and trucks rumbled across 
the road bridge from time to time, but otherwise it was 
peaceful and quiet. 

Hoppy baited the hooks and handed round the rods, 
enough for everyone, then they sat there with rods protruding 
from different sides, rocking gently in companionable peace. 
Will watched the worm on the end of his line and didn’t like 
seeing it writhing in the clear water. So that no-one else saw, 
he pulled in his line close to gunwale of the dinghy, then he 
put the rod down and reached in with his good hand to free 
the worm from the hook. It floated away in the water and 
was snapped up in a second by a reasonably big blackfish. 
Will caught the motion and let himself join the fish, going 
down into the water with his consciousness. Following its 
languid movements, he went with the flow of the water, 
suspended in its weightlessness. Just like the fingerlings in 
the creek, he felt he was the fish. As he went down with 
the fish, he also leaned over the side and when he did, the 
fish angled back and drifted up towards the dinghy. As it 
rose to the surface, Will sank his right hand, palm upright, 


172 


Devil Whisperer 


into the water. Hoppy was on the same side of the boat 
and he noticed Will leaning down and was concerned he 
might fall. He was just about to say something when, to 
his amazement, he saw Will lift the fish just clear of the 
water across his palm, where it sat perfectly still. Then he 
let it go and watched it disappear back into the depths. At 
last when he sat back up in the dinghy, Will became aware 
of Hoppy watching him. They smiled at each other. It was 
their secret. 

Alex caught two blackfish in the next half hour, but 
no-one else did. Hoppy wondered how Will felt about 
seeing the two fish lying in the bottom of the bucket, maybe 
one of them was Will’s friend. Will showed no outward 
reaction. As the warmth of the noon sun began to reach 
an uncomfortable level, they decided it was time for lunch 
and Alex took up the oars. Pulling the dinghy back to the 
boatshed, he jumped ashore and pulled the dinghy in so 
everyone could disembark with dry feet. 

They spread out their picnic on the grassy bank above 
the boatshed, and Vivian laid out plates and tupperware 
bowls of the Valley’s donations. The sun shone and a warm 
westerly breeze rippled across the surface of the lagoon at 
the mouth of the Scamander River. There was cold chicken, 
corned silverside, homemade bread, all kinds of salad, and 
a bottle of somebody’s homebrew punch. Will spat his out, 
but the adults enjoyed the rum it was laced with. 

Then they lay back in the shade of a broad old oak tree 


and snoozed. 
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The rest of week dropped into a calm easy pattern before 
Alex and Vivian had to return to Hobart the following 
Sunday. They had each begun to find their own ways to 
contribute to the rhythm of the house and the farm, and to 
discover a sense of harmony. The worries that had flowed 
from the incident at Longford began to fade, although they 
could not totally disappear. Several visits served as reminders 
and ensured a continued awareness. 

A police officer from Longford came to take statements 
from Hoppy and Ariette, where Will added only one 
somewhat surprising element. Nobody had seen either of 
the Tranters throw the firecrackers, but other bystanders 
at the Show did and had grabbed one of them. There was 
no question about who was responsible. Nonetheless, it 
was required to get statements from the victims. Will’s 
contribution came when they were all sitting around the 
tea pot and the policeman was taking what few notes were 
necessary. Almost as an afterthought he asked Will if he had 
anything to add. Will thought about it for quite a while, 
then he said,« Whitey was good. He didn’t stand on me.» 

The puzzled look on the policeman’s face prompted 
Hoppy to explain who Whitey was. 
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The policeman smiled at Will. «So you were pretty 
lucky.» 

Will shook his head. «No. I asked him not to stand on 
me and he didn’t.» 

Confused, the policeman turned back to Hoppy for 
an explanation. «This kid has an affinity with animals,» 
said Hoppy, not so much with pride but more simply as a 
statement of fact. «He talks to them. And they talk to him.» 

«No kidding.» The policeman was not sceptical at all. 
«That’s great,» he said looking at Will with genuine awe. 
This produced an interesting reaction with the whole group. 
They all breathed out as if they had been holding their breath. 
They all knew about Will’s ability, but each them had a fear 
that other people would not understand. It was almost as if 
the policeman had joined a select group of believers. He was 
showered with smiles and offers of more tea. 

The other visitor was less enthusiastic. Although Kathy 
Foley, the social worker, was pleased with everything that 
Hoppy and Ariette had provided for their foster care, the 
fact that Hoppy had put his foster child in such a dangerous 
situation was deeply troubling. She was dreading Hoppy’s 
reaction when she drove up to the house and was actually 
pleased to see Alex there, expecting him to be an ally. She 
was wrong. 

She started brusquely announcing that she would have 
to file a report, which could not be favourable. She told 
Hoppy that he had to be much more responsible for the 
safety of this small person he was supposed to protect. It 
was not the right tone. 

Hoppy’s face darkened visibly as she said all this and 
finally he could hold back no longer. «What the hell are you 
talking about?» he yelled. «Are you trying to tell me that I 
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should have expected two local thugs to throw explosives 
under my bullock team? Are you that stupid?» 

«No I am not,» she barked back. «But facts are facts, Mr 
Hopkins. A six year old was placed in danger. That’s fact.» 

«Fact my arse!» Hoppy stood up to lean over at her. «If 
I'd been up there, I would have suffered the same fate. It 
had nothing to do with his age. He’s as good a bullocky as 
I’ve ever seen. And I tell you what. This kid was less injured 
because he’s that good.» 

At which point Vivian stood up and glared at Kathy. 
Vivian's husband was also a social worker, and in general 
Vivian was a staunch supporter of everything that selfless and 
uncelebrated band of workers did, but now she was angry. 

«This is not fair,» she said sternly looking Kathy in the 
eye. «Youre overstepping here. And what’s more, my Dad 
has just had a mild heart attack and you coming in here and 
blasting him is not helping.» 

«Shit,» muttered Hoppy. 

Kathy took a breath. «I’m sorry,» she said. «I didn’t 
mean to upset anyone, it’s just . . . « She looked to Alex, 
appealing for his help. 

He spoke quietly, knowing that everyone needed to 
calm down. He had seen Ariette wrap her arms protectively 
round Will’s shoulders and he wanted to protect them both. 
«I think we all need to keep a cool head,» he said. «I can see 
why you might be concerned, that’s your job.» He looked 
steadily at Kathy and saw her nod. Then he added: «But just 
like my job, you've got to judge each case on its own. You 
saw what he did at Campbell Town. He was in no danger 
as a bullock driver. None. What happened, no-one could’ve 
predicted or stopped. The fact is no-one got seriously hurt. 
I would recommend you let it go. It was bad luck that’s all. 
No-one’s fault.» 
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She looked at this young serious policeman for a 
moment then she closed the file that had been sitting on 
her lap. «Maybe you are right,» she said, seeing clearly that 
all she had done was to antagonise everyone. «I’m sorry,» 
she said, «I was a bit hasty. Obviously you have all had quite 
a shock.» 

She stood up, stuffed her file into her briefcase, snapping 
it shut. «I think maybe you are right,» she said. «Will seems 
to be OK and that’s the main thing.» Then she beat a hasty 
retreat and her Ford crashed over the cattle grid on the way 
out at a speed faster than was recommended. 

They sat there after she'd gone until Vivian said: «That 
was not smart of me.» When everyone looked puzzled she 
said, «I should’ve kept my mouth shut about the heart 
attack. You can bet when she remembers that, she’ll be back 
for a health report on the foster parent.» 

«Arr, don't worry about it,» growled Hoppy. «If she 
gives me any more trouble, I’ll get Alex to arrest her for 
harassment.» Then he grinned at his daughter. «You're quite 
a fireball when you get going.» 

«lI got that from you,» she smiled back. Then she looked 
down at Will being held in Ariette’s arms. His eyes had 
widened as the heated discussion had swirled around him. 
Vivian said: «Don't worry, Will. Everything is going to be 
fine. We are all going to make sure of that.» She looked 
across at Alex. «Isn’t that right, Alex?» 

He picked up his cue and he said: «Yep. You've got a lot 
of friends.» 

They spent the afternoon down with the bullocks 
and the sour taste of Kathy’s intrusion faded away. Hoppy 
supervised Ariette as she set up the team, with Alex’s help. 
She showed him how to hitch the team, hook up the traces 
and line them up. She was becoming more and more adept 
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with them. Alex was clumsy but willing, always wary that a 
great bullock hoof would land on his feet. Hoppy and Will 
watched from the rail. 

«She’s getting the hang of it,» said Hoppy proudly. Will 
nodded. Vivian was sitting beside them. «Dad,» she said 
gently. «Do you think it might be an idea to give the team 
up soon?» 

He turned to look at her. «Vivi,» he said, equally gently. 
«I’m a big boy. I got a great team and two great apprentices. 
Why the hell would I want to give it up now?» Then he put 
his arm around her. «Yeah, I know. A heart attack is a heart 
attack.» They turned to watch as Ariette climbed onto the 
bench seat with Alex beside her and she flicked the whip 
over the heads of the lead pair. Butch and Wacker leaned 
into the traces, the rest of the team obediently followed, 
with Patch barely limping at all and the dray moved off. 

«What do you reckon, Will?» asked Hoppy turning to 
his other side. 

«Patch is getting better,» said Will. 

«Yeah, he is,» smiled Hoppy, and he turned back to 
his daughter, «And Will and me, we're getting better too. 
We're a team.» He leaned over and kissed his daughter on 
the cheek. 

All the only other visitors that week were well-wishers, 
a constant stream of neighbors bringing food, gossip and 
commiserations. Terry dropped in to check on Patch, and 
Arnold came down towards the end of the week just, so 
he said, because he missed all the excitement. He brought 
mote irises. 

Then on the Sunday evening, when all the visitors 
had gone, Vivian and Alex both left for Hobart. Whatever 
had developed between Ariette and Alex during the week, 
Hoppy seemed not to have noticed. Vivian said nothing 
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more, although she wondered what Will made of it. More 
than once Will had appeared out of Ariette’s bedroom in 
the morning and she wondered. Then she shook her head 
and decided it was none of her business. 

There was a cheerful send-off as the two cars left 
together. They both promised to be back again for Will’s 
birthday in November. 

Then it was just the three of them once again. 
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The following Monday saw them back in Launceston 
for a checkup at the hospital and both were considered to 
be mending well. Hoppy was put on reduced medication 
but told to take it easy and, on Vivian's advice, asked the 
doctor for a written assessment of his condition, just in case 
Kathy Foley decided to be difficult about it. «Long as you're 
sensible, you'll live a long and fruitful life,» said the doctor 
cheerfully signing the document. 

Will’s doctor was also happy with his progress and 
allowed Will to come out of his sling with just a smaller 
plaster on his left arm, and was told he could go back to 
school. 

Arnold took advantage of their visit to put on another 
lunch and told stories of India. Will loved Arnold’s stories 
and now that he had finished the Mowgli Story in the Jungle 
Book, he felt very close to it. It had been a tough read for 
Ariette with its old-fashioned English, most of which she 
did not understand at all, but somehow she had managed 
to make it real enough for Will to follow. They had tried 
some of the other stories in the Jungle Book, but they were 
beyond her. 

«Maybe one day you will go to India,» said Arnold as he 
served plum pudding with custard for dessert. 
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«I'd like to see that,» added Hoppy, «Will in the jungle 
talking to black panthers and big apes, that'd be amazing.» 

«Maybe one day.» Ariette smiled at Will. «Perhaps, like 
Mowgli, you will grow up and get married and that will be 
another story.» Will nodded, taking her seriously. She was 
paraphrasing the end of the Mowgli story and saying Will 
was like Mowgli. He liked that. 

Arnold leaned back in his chair smiling at Will. «You 
know,» he said, «seeing as how I am what you'd call a man 
of the cloth, I can’t resist sharing a bit of the Bible.» He 
glanced almost cheekily at Hoppy to see what his reaction 
might be. 

Hoppy seemed not to mind. «You going to talk of the 
devil?» he said. 

«Not exactly.» Arnold was enjoying himself. «But did 
you know that King Solomon could talk to animals?» 

Ariette looked puzzled. «Oo is this King?» 

«He was the son of David, King of Israel.» 

«Ah!» she said. «I know of this. I was in Israel before 
India. I was in a kibbutz.» 

«Then you'll know about how Solomon built the temple 
but it was destroyed later on.» 

Will was very patiently trying to follow all this, but it 
made little sense. Arnold glanced down at him. «This is 
what I wanted to tell you about, Will. King Solomon could 
talk to animals. « 

«Oh,» Will nodded. 

«He could hear what ants said and he could talk to 
them.» 

Will nodded. It made sense to him. 

«It’s even in the Quran,» added Arnold, «you know, the 
Bible for the Muslims.» 
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Hoppy couldn’ resist a bit of a dig. «You telling me you 
believe everything in the Bible?» 

Arnold smiled back, happy to see Hoppy in a mood to 
banter. 

«Maybe not necessarily on a literal level, but certainly 
there’s something to be learned. If Solomon could talk to 
ants, then Will’s in good company.» 

«King Will, King of the Tassie Devils,» grinned Hoppy, 
«I can believe in that!» 

«Maybe we'll make you a believer after all,» smiled 
Arnold. 

«Doubt it,» responded Hoppy. 

When it was time to leave, Arnold dutifully promised to 
come down for Will’s birthday in November. «Turning seven,» 
said Arnold with a big smile. «That’s a great age to be.» 

As they drove home, Ariette looked down at Will. He 
seemed far away. 

«You feel OK?» 

He looked up at her and he nodded. 


That afternoon they prepared to face school yet again. It 
seemed like so often they had taken him to school and then 
something would happen and school would be disrupted. 
Then they would be forced to face school, starting again, 
as if they kept repeating the same old pattern. «It feels a 
bit like sending him off to a torture chamber,» muttered 
Hoppy as he put Will’s school things in his backpack while 
Will brushed his teeth. 

Ariette nodded. «For me I was never ’appy in the 
school.» 

«Me neither,» added Hoppy. 

But the following morning, the Landcruiser turned 
into the school carpark and they escorted Will yet again 
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through a small crowd of well-meaning people, wanting 
to say something. Will clung to Ariette’s side as Hoppy’s 
neighbors wished him good luck, get well soon, and others 
made disparaging comments about the Tranters. 

«Jesus,» growled Hoppy when they finally made it 
inside. «We need a bloody armed escort.» 

Once again Ann Hewson was on hand. 

«Will,» she said, taking his hand. «You have had more 
than your fair share of challenges in the short time you 
have been with us. Hopefully now we can settle down.» She 
looked up at Hoppy. «You doing alright?» 

«Yeah, no dramas,» he shrugged. «With a bit of luck 
this is the end of it all.» 

«Well, you take care of yourself» Then she smiled 
warmly at Ariette. «Maybe I should be saying this to you. 
Take care of him.» 

«Oh yes,» said Ariette, not sure what was behind the 
statement. 

Ann leaned in close to Hoppy and said quietly: «You'll 
be pleased to know I have moved Andrew Tranter to another 
class.» 

«Good move,» nodded Hoppy. «Good on ya.» 

«Pll walk him down,» said Ann, and they both gave him 
a hug and watched him bravely march off once more down 
the echoing corridor. The repeating pattern, the repeating 
image of this tiny person with the backpack, reluctantly 
being led to his classroom, was indelible. 

With Andrew gone, the class seemed calmer. Miss 
Viorney welcomed Will back and she let the class talk 
about what had happened. She allowed no references to be 
made to the Tranters, although several of the boys tried very 
hard. 
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«The main thing is that Will is back and he’s not too 
badly hurt,» she concluded, and the class got down to work. 

At playtime, Damien felt it was his duty to escort Will, 
but the same group of girls now seemed very keen to be his 
friend, too. They all crowded round and offered him sweets 
from their play-lunch and they all wanted to write their 
names on his plaster. He meekly held out his arm and they 
shared the one pink Texta Colour that someone produced. 
To Damien this was all rather disturbing and he backed 
away along the bench where they had been sitting. He 
finally found himself almost tipped off the end, as the girls 
all tried to sit next to Will. Unlike Damien, they were good 
conversationalists and they chattered away to Will, while 
he munched on his play-lunch and the various goodies they 
wanted to share with him. They kept up a cheerful stream 
of questions. Did his arm hurt? Did he have an operation? 
Was he scared? He gave shy one-syllable responses, and they 
all excitedly launched off into comparisons with whatever 
experiences theyd had with broken bones or visits to 
hospitals and even accidents with fire crackers. 

This ritual was repeated at lunchtime to such an extent 
that Damien felt totally excluded and wandered off by 
himself. This meant that he didn’t get to sign Will’s plaster 
and he also missed the confrontation with Andrew Tranter. 
Unwisely, Andrew judged that, surrounded only by girls, 
Will would be an easy target. He threw half a sandwich 
which hit one of the girls, and then began taunting Will: 
«Poor little Bullocky Boy, got a buggered arm!» Totally 
undaunted, the girls leapt up at him, en masse, yelling «Bully 
boy! Bully boy! Bully boy,» and throwing bits of their lunch 
at him. The force of six little girls jumping up and yelling 
at him all at once stunned him and he stood there with his 
mouth open, at which point one of the teachers on duty 
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appeared and the girls breathlessly told their tales. Andrew 
was marched off and the girls triumphantly rejoined Will 
on the bench. He had sat through the entire onslaught, 
chewing on his own peanut butter sandwich, almost as if he 
had been watching an event on television. The girls crowded 
round him, very pleased with themselves and crowed their 
triumph: «Ha! We got rid of him! He stinks!» 

The rest of the day was uneventful and Will went 
through the motions of the afternoon class, floating along 
with very little conscious awareness. Miss Viorney kept an 
eye on him but allowed him to drift for his first day back. 

The end of the day had its own recurring pattern, where 
Hoppy and Ariette nervously waited in the foyer by the 
Principal’s office wondering how Will had managed his day. 
Miss Viorney appeared with Will in hand and alleviated 
their anxiety. She made no mention of the Andrew Tranter 
incursion. 

They noticed his autographed plaster when he climbed 
into the Landcruiser, and Ariette asked him about it. «It 
was just some girls,» he said. «You can write your name too 
if you like.» 

Over afternoon tea, Ariette and Hoppy added their 
autographs in different colours, and Hoppy even offered to 
write Friend’s name as well. Will loved that idea. 

That evening Hoppy received a phone call from Jodi 
Fuller, a woman who had gone to school with Vivian, and 
lived with her husband and three daughters on a farm only 
a kilometre from Hoppy’s. Hoppy took the call in his office 
while Ariette was clearing away the after-school snack in 
the kitchen. 

«Well, well!» said Hoppy as he came in. «Guess who's 
the socialite in the family?» 

Ariette looked up, as puzzled as Will. 
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«You know a girl called Zoe?» asked Hoppy sitting 
down opposite Will at the kitchen table. 

Will frowned. Then he shook his head. 

«Well, she knows you. Wants you to come for a 
playdate.» 

He grinned at Ariette. «They start young these days. 
Back in my day I never went on a play-date with a girl till 
I asked one out and I was eighteen!» He winked at Will. 
«Obviously she’s a bit keen on you. What do you reckon?» 

«Oo is this girl?» asked Ariette. 

«She’s in his class at school,» replied Hoppy. 

Ariette leaned over and looked at the plaster. «Ere is 
one Zoe.» 

Will looked up from studying his plaster. «Does she like 
Smarties?» he asked. 

«Probably,» said Hoppy wondering where this was 
going. «Most girls do. Why?» 

«I think she’s the girl who likes green Smarties.» 

«You could be right. She didn’t mention that.» Hoppy 
grinned, hugely enjoying the whole play. «You know, I 
never had a girl ask me out, ever. I tell you what, the times 
are different.» 

«So what should ’e do?» asked Ariette, still not sure she 
had understood what had happened. 

«It’s nothing really,» said Hoppy, realising he was losing 
her. «The same as with Damien Parry. He goes round there 
one afternoon and they play together. Totally innocent.» 

«Oh,» smiled Ariette, at last understanding, «is nice, 
no?» She stroked Will’s hair and he looked up at her. «You 
want to play with this girl?» 

Will thought about it. Then he shrugged, «OK.» 

Hoppy clapped him on the shoulder. «Good man. I'll 


call her Mum back and we can make a date.» 
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It was a Friday afternoon when the playdate was 
arranged. 

Ever since Will had accepted her invitation, Zoe had 
become almost proprietary. At every playtime and lunchtime 
she made sure she sat next to him. The other girls of her 
coterie were there too, but Zoe felt she had a prior claim. 
Damien tried to be part of the group, but the girls were not 
tolerant of his company and he went off by himself more 
and more. One of the girls had the audacity to ask Will if he 
liked Damien and he nodded absently as if he really wasn’t 
sure. The girl said, «All he likes is Lego, he’s boring.» 

On the Friday it was arranged that Will would go 
home with Zoe’s Mum, Jodi, and be picked up from there. 
There were more than a few jealous looks from the other 
girls when Zoe proudly led Will to her Mum’s big Nissan 
Patrol. They sat in the back together, and Zoe chattered 
on excitedly about all the things she had planned for their 
play-date as they drove home. Will was mute and bemused. 
Several times he noticed Mrs Fuller looking at him in the 
rear vision mirror, and felt uncomfortable. 

The Fuller farm was clearly a prosperous enterprise, 
the young wheat crop looking green and lush on the gently 
sloping hills stretching away from the home paddocks. The 


187 


Alastair Sharp 


house was a large modern brick ranch-style home that had 
obviously replaced the older and smaller stone and timber 
house that still stood across from it in the large shaded yard. 

Zoe proudly escorted Will into the house where quite 
an elaborate afternoon snack had been prepared, enough 
for a small party. «I chose everything,» boasted Zoe. «All 
my favourites.» 

Jodi Fuller took Will’s backpack and settled them at the 
table. Will had barely said a word the whole journey. Once 
he was established in his place, she joined them at the table 
to serve juice and offer some of the different tidbits Zoe had 
ordered. 

«So tell me, Will,» she asked «Your parents. Where are 
they?» 

He looked at her, trying to gauge what kind of answer 
he could give. Zoe was regarding him with great interest, 
perhaps already aware that Will didn’t have parents. 

Finally Will shrugged and said, «I don’t know.» 

«Really,» responded Zoe’s mother softly, perhaps 
wondering if she was trespassing too much. «So Hoppy and 
that nice French lady, they are looking after you?» 

He nodded. «Mmm .» 

«You must like it at Hoppy’s with all those animals.» 

Again he nodded. Animals were more comfortable for 
him to talk about.»Specially I like the bullocks,» he said. 

«Oh yes, we saw you on the ABC, didn’t we Zoe?» 

Zoe said: «My Dad said you were a very smart bullock 
driver.» 

Will nodded as if hearing a comment about someone 
else. Then he said: «Do you have animals?» 

Zoe was breathless in wanting to list everything they 
had and ran them all together in a rush. «Cows and sheep 
and chooks and dogs and a duck and a cat, no, two cats and 
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a rabbit and, and, and. . .» She looked at her Mother to see 
if she'd missed anything. 

«And the Alpaca,» added her Mother. 

«Oh yeah!» Zoe dramatically smacked herself on the 
forehead. «I forgot about Vanilla.» 

«Do you know about Alpacas?» asked Jodi. When Will 
shook his head, she said: «After snack, Zoe can take you out 
and introduce you.» 

Having put only the smallest dent in the prodigious 
catering, the two children ran off so Will could meet Vanilla, 
while Mrs Fuller cleared away the leftovers. The two older 
daughters would soon be back on the high school bus and 
they would take care of what was left for sure. 

As Zoe led him away from the house, she told him all 
she knew about Alpacas, again in a breathless rapid-fire 
delivery. «Alpacas are like a big sheep only they've got a 
really long neck, they have nice soft wool, I’ve got Alpaca 
gloves. My grandma made them. And they like to take care 
of the sheep. If a dog attacks the sheep, then Vanilla spits 
at them and stamps her feet and they run away. She’s very 
brave.» 

They stopped beside a sheep shed where a very green 
patch of clover grew under a tank stand. «Vanilla loves this 
grass,» said Zoe and grabbed a handful. Will did the same 
and they scooted under a barbed wire fence into a long 
paddock with a mob of sheep at the far end. In the middle, 
standing high above them, was the tall back and neck ofa 
creamy coloured Alpaca. 

«Vanilla!» called Zoe and waved her grass in the air. The 
Alpaca turned, pressed through the sheep and then trotted 
purposefuly across the paddock. The sheep all turned to 
follow but kept their distance. When the Alpaca approached 
the children, it took stock of the small boy who also had 
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juicy grass. It took Zoe’s grass from her hand but kept its 
eye on Will. Then it turned, and as he offered his grass the 
animal edged in until it was gently pushing its body against 
Will’s, then it put itself between Will and Zoe. 

«Hey Vanilla, whatcha doing?» Zoe yelled. She had to 
come round the back of the animal to see Will. The Alpaca 
was rubbing its neck into Will’s hair. Only then did it take 
the grass from his hand. 

«Why’s she doing that?» asked Zoe. 

«She wants to look after me.» 

«Huh?» 

«She's putting her smell on me so I'll be hers.» 

«Really?» Zoe was totally unsure how to relate to that. 
Then she frowned. «She never did that to me.» 

«You want her to?» asked Will, gently rubbing the neck 
of the Alpaca. 

«Yeah.» She wanted Vanilla to take care of her too. 

Instantly the Alpaca turned and plunged its neck along 
her long blonde locks, and she giggled. «She tickles,» she 
shrieked. 

They stood together stroking the thick fine wool. Zoe 
said: «How come she never did that before?» 

Will shrugged, not sure how to describe how he 
communicated with animals, but suddenly she got it. 

«Did you tell her?» She was looking at Will with an 
intensity that was almost scary, as if Will had been concealing 
something. 

He nodded. He was quite intimidated by her. 

«Can you talk to her?» She was cross-examining him 
with an unblinking glare. 

He nodded. 

«Does she talk to you?» 
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He nodded again. She stared at him, then she stared at 
the Alpaca chewing placidly beside them. «So how come 
she doesn’t talk to me?» 

«She tries to,» said Will. 

«Really?» 

«Mmm,» said Will. «You have to listen, kind of inside, 
then you can get it.» 

Zoe looked up into the big round eyes of the Alpaca. 
«Vanilla, talk to me.» Then she screwed up her eyes, 
concentrating. Suddenly the Alpaca rounded and galloped 
off across the paddock back to the sheep. 

«What happened?» asked Zoe. 

Will shrugged. 

«Didn't she want to talk to me?» 

«She was embarrassed.» 

Zoe stood there with her head tilted on one side trying 
to understand. She looked at Will and then back across the 
paddock. Finally she frowned and said: «Oh, poo!» and 
turned back towards the house, expecting Will to follow. 
He had to run to catch up. 

When they reached the house Jodi saw then coming. 
She came out to the verandah. «So you met Vanilla?» 

Will nodded and glanced at Zoe, wondering if she 
would say something. Their eyes met and he knew she 
would not. «We're going to play games in my room now,» 
she announced. 

«Oh yes?» said her mother «Like what?» 

«Connect Four,» her daughter replied. 

«Do you know that game, Will?» Jodi asked, to which 
he shook his head. 

«Be careful!» she grinned, «Zoe plays to win.» Then to 
her daughter she added. 


«Play fair now.» 
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«OK,» sang Zoe, «come on, Will.» 

Her room was totally a girl’s room and he was fascinated, 
never having seen anything like it in his life. He stood in the 
doorway and his eyes moved from one object to the next. The 
bed had a little lace canopy over it, and was covered in small 
furry animals arranged in groups. She had a three-storey 
doll’s house made of polished wood with a pitched roof and 
rooms filled with tiny furniture. Her dolls sat in a long row 
on a wooden chest, organised from largest to smallest. She 
had a full bookshelf and a massive walk-in closet with rows 
and rows of clothes. She had her own bathroom. 

«You can come in,» she said matter-of-factly. She had a 
small table with two chairs, obviously made for kindergarten 
children, but still not too small for six year olds. On it 
she had pre-arranged the Connect Four apparatus, a blue 
plastic vertical stand into which red or white tokens could 
be placed, the object being to be the first to get four tokens 
of the same colour in a row. 

She was patient with Will as she explained the rules and 
they tried to play, but she was a master strategist and beat 
him easily every time. He had no sense of defence. Soon she 
got bored with it and decided to change tack. 

«I’ve got lots of animal books,» she said invitingly. «You 
wanna see’ em?» 

And this turned out to be the best part of the play-date. 
They sat, side by side, on the floor by her bed and looked at 
the pictures of animals. 

They were both deeply absorbed, when there was 
movement in the doorway and Will looked up to see Ariette 
standing there with Zoe’s mother. He scrambled up and 
gave Ariette a hug. 

«Ca va?» she whispered, and he nodded. 
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As they walked out together, they made promises to 
reciprocate the play-date. Zoe wanted to come to Will’s 
house next and when he was asked about it, he simply 
nodded. 

Hoppy had stayed to chat outside with ‘Buzz’ Fuller, 
Jodi’s husband. The Fullers had farmed in the Esk Valley 
about as long as the Hopkins, several generations, and they 
were old friends and sometimes old rivals. ‘Buzz’ had taken 
over the farm from his father who had since taken his wife 
to live in the sunnier climes of North Queensland. ‘Buzz’ 
was the younger of two brothers, the older lad was Michael, 
who had always been expected to take over the farm, but 
had been killed in a skiing accident up on Ben Lomond just 
after he left high school. It had shattered the carefully laid 
out plans of every member of the family. Being the brighter 
of the two, ‘Buzz’, whose real name was Barry but was never 
called that, went on to University down in Hobart, where he 
studied Agricultural Economics. He came back to the farm, 
at first somewhat reluctant to be his brother’s surrogate, but 
also with all sorts of radical ideas that created major friction 
with his father, who was not much older than Hoppy but 
still very ‘old school’. In the end Buzz won the battle, 
basically by threatening to go elsewhere if his father wasn’t 
willing to innovate. Unable to bear the competition with 
his dynamic son, Fuller Senior bought a condo at Noosa 
Heads, not long after Buzz married Jodi, who had been his 
high school girlfriend before he went down to Hobart. Now 
that Buzz was independent, he began to introduce new ideas 
to the Valley. The most radical was the first experiments 
in growing opium poppies for pharmaceutical purposes. 
The climate in the Valley seemed to be perfect, the alkaloid 
content of the plants was excellent, and once others saw 
how much money he was making, in a lucrative long term 
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contract with a UK-backed pharmaceutical corporation, 
they joined in the project. Buzz was now Chairman of the 
local Association of Poppy Growers. Hoppy had sneered 
at it, calling him a dope dealer, but these days they had 
mellowed towards each other. 

«So you had a good time?» Hoppy asked Will, as they 
swung out of the Fuller’s long drive. 

«Mmm,» said Will, nodding happily. 

«Reckon she’s your girlfriend?» Hoppy grinned down 
at Will. 

Will thought about it. Then he nodded, «Mmm.» 

« Oppy,» chided Ariette, giving Will a gentle hug, «is 
not good you play with ’im.» 

«Oh come on. Just a bit of fun,» said Hoppy, turning 
the Landcruiser into his own drive. 

«She’s got a Nailpacker,» said Will earnestly. 

«A what?» Hoppy didn’t get it. 

«It’s like a sheep with a long neck.» 

«Oh, right,» Hoppy couldn't keep the smile off his face. 
«It’s called an Alpaca.» 

«It guards the sheep,» said Will, sounding impressed. 

«Yeah,» replied Hoppy, feeling a bit mortified that he 
was laughing at the small and serious person beside him. 
«I heard about that. Smart animals I reckon, smarter than 
sheep anyhow.» Hoppy pulled up in the yard, and then he 
had a thought. 

«Did you talk to it?» 

Will nodded. 

«I thought maybe seeing as how they come from South 
America it might be hard to communicate with them.» 

Will smiled up at Hoppy. «She likes me.» 


«Zoe you mean?» 
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«No, the Nailpacker, she wanted to make me part of 
her family.» 

«No kidding?» Hoppy turned off the engine and was 
about to get out. Then he turned to look at Will «And you 
know what, I think Zoe likes you, too.» He gave Will a 
conspiratorial wink and closed the door. 
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Ariette and Will made the dinner together while Hoppy 
checked for calls in his office. He came back into the kitchen 
with a huge smile on his face. «It’s on!» he said. 

The two cooks working at the stove, Will standing on a 
chair wrapped in an apron, turned, both looking startled. 

«Message from Neil,» announced Hoppy. «First Friday 
in November, they’re going to show “The Devil Whisperer’ 
on the ABC at eight o'clock.» 

Ariette gave Will a hug while making sure she didn’t 
brush him with her bolognese stirring spoon. «It will be 
wonderful.» He smiled back at her and returned her hug, 
which carried him off the chair. 

«I better get on the blower and tell all his fans.» said 
Hoppy, and trotted off to the office. Dinner was on the table 
and beginning to get cold before Hoppy came back, having 
called Vivian, which included a scrambled conversation 
with Bridie, Arnold, Alex and Terry. «Tell you what,» he 
said, obviously fired up with the enthusiastic responses, 
«Everyone's totally chuffed about it.» 

The following Friday, one week before the showing, 
Zoe came home with Will for the return playdate. Ariette 
had decided that it would be good for Will to think about 
how to entertain his guest and she had gently worked with 
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him, having seen the trouble that Jodi Fuller had gone to. 
They thought about different activities and chose some nice 
things for afternoon snack. Apart from Smarties, Will wasn’t 
at all sure what Zoe liked. He couldn't remember what she 
had chosen for her playdate snack. Will was developing a 
liking for cheese, so there was lots of it with crackers, and 
lots of fruit. Ariette had everything laid out ready on the 
kitchen table when they got back from school, while Hoppy 
had gone by himself so that he could bring Zoe and Will in 
the Landcruiser. 

As they swung out of the school carpark, Zoe waved 
regally to her envious friends, enjoying her new status. All 
the way home she chattered away about school and her 
friends, so that neither Will nor Hoppy needed to add 
much by way of conversation. Talking seemed to be her 
way of being comfortable. As they passed the bullock shed, 
Hoppy broke into the stream of her chatter to say: «After 
snack, Will’s going to take you for a ride on the bullock 
dray.» 

«Really?» she squealed with excitement, «Like he did 
on TV?» 

«Yep,» grinned Hoppy, «just like on TV.» 

«Cool,» she said, and smiled winningly at Will. He felt 
uncomfortably close to her in the car. 

Ariette emerged to greet them and she crouched to give 
Zoe the two-cheek European kiss. This was the first time 
that had happened to Zoe, and she put her hand up to her 
cheek and said: «It’s nice how you do that.» 

«Of course,» smiled Ariette, «it is, ow you say, ’ello in 
France.» 


«What’s France?» she asked. 
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Ariette took her hand as she led the children into the 
house. «France is a country on the other side of the world. 
It is where I am born.» — 

«Is that why you talk funny?» 

«I think so,» smiled Ariette taking Zoe’s diminutive 
pink backpack from her shoulder. 

Will had followed all this without saying anything. 
Ariette turned to make sure he was still there. She gave him 
a smile. «You ’ave a nice day at school?» 

«It was OK,» he shrugged. He just couldn’t match Zoe's 
vocal skills. 

Ariette led them into the kitchen and helped them onto 
chairs for the snack. Zoe looked at what was there and she 
frowned. «There’s no cupcakes!» she said, almost crossly. 
She looked up at Ariette reproachfully. «You always have 
cupcakes for a playdate.» 

Not knowing what they were, Ariette played along. 
«Really?» she said with raised eyebrows. «You know in 
France, which is a very nice place, they always have cheese 
and fruit for play-date.» 

«Oh,» said Zoe, perhaps with a sense she had made a 
social error. 

Ariette sat at the table to pour juice. «Will says to me 
you like Smarties.» She smiled. «Green ones, no?» 

«Yes I do, but that’s for school, not for home.» 

«Is that so?» Ariette nodded, beginning to feel like she 
was sparring with a formidable opponent. «Do you like 
cheese?» 

«No, it’s bad for your skin.» Was Zoe actually enjoying 
this contest, Ariette wondered to herself. 

«But do you like it?» Ariette said conspiratorially, 
sensing that Zoe was repeating something she'd heard. 
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And Zoe relented and said: «A little bit.» And that meant 
there was a draw in the sparring match. Ariette handed 
the different plates to the two children and Will, who had 
watched the interplay with silent fascination, now tucked 
into lots of cheese and many crackers, scattering crumbs 
all over the table. Zoe ate delicately, favouring the King 
Island Brie, and Ariette noticed that most of the Smarties 
did quietly disappear in her direction. 

Hoppy clomped in after a while and asked if they were ready 
to go down to the bullocks. Zoe slid off her chair immediately 
and wiped her face with a napkin. «I’m ready!» she said. Will 
finished off his juice carefully and got down too. 

Obviously well-trained, Zoe said: «thank you for snack, 
it was very nice.» 

Down at the yards, the bullocks had all been hitched to 
the dray and were stamping impatiently, keen to move. 

Knowing the routine, Friend dashed over to the dray 
and made a mighty leap just managing to scramble onto 
the dray. Then he sat attentively on the bench ready for 
action. By now he was very comfortable with the Kelpies 
and although they always preferred sniffing around the 
yards, when Hoppy whistled them, they jumped onto the 
back of the dray as well, yipping enthusiastically. 

As always Hoppy was keen for Will to introduce the 
bullocks. As they walked along, Zoe seemed at ease being 
close to them, and as Will rubbed the nose of each one, she 
did too. 

Then Hoppy helped her up onto the bench seat, handed 
Will the whip, and opened the gate into the wider paddock 
beyond. To impress her, Will lightly cracked the whip and 
Zoe obligingly squealed. Butch and Wacker leaned into the 
traces and the dray rolled forward. 
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Ariette and Hoppy sat on the rail, proudly watching the 
dray rumbling around in the paddock. Will did some tight 
figure eights. 

«You know,» said Hoppy, leaning across and giving 
Ariette a little hug, «since you blokes turned up, I mean 
Will and you, not old snotty nose, whatever his name was, 
that boyfriend of yours. Well, since you turned up, I reckon 
my old life has done a full U-turn.» 

She leaned her head on his shoulder. «Je ne comprends 
pas.» Then she smiled. «I don’t know what you said, but I 
think it was nice, no?» 

«Yeah, it was.» He hugged her again. 

When Will pulled the team up at the gate, they jumped 
down from the rail and went over. «Not bad, eh?» said 
Hoppy, as he helped Zoe down. 

«My friends are going to be so jealous when I tell them,» 
she said, clearly enjoying that prospect. 

«You better tell them all to look at the ABC next Friday,» 
said Hoppy, «because Will’s going to be on it.» 

«Really?» She was wide-eyed. 

«Yep. Eight o'clock.» 

She looked at Will with unfettered admiration. «That's 
so cool.» 

Will ducked his head with embarrassment, still sitting 
on the bench seat. Ariette looked up at him sitting there, a 
tiny person with a whip in his hand and a little dog by his 
side, and her heart melted. A wave of gratitude swelled up 
in her. In all her twenty-seven years, surely the appearance 
of Will was the most precious occurrence. She would do 
anything to keep him safe. More than anything else, she 
would look after him, no matter what. 
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Zoe made very good use of her playdate kudos, grandly 
announcing to the class that Will would be on the ABC that 
Friday, at eight o'clock, as if she had become his personal 
publicity manager. Miss Viorney had trouble hiding her 
smiles as Zoe exploited her obvious proprietorship of Will. 

«Thank you, Zoe,» she said, once the breathless 
announcement had concluded. «I am sure we'll all be 
watching.» Then she smiled at Will who had listened to 
Zoe with no outward signs of embarrassment. «We are very 
lucky to have Will in our class.» 

Although the seven months he had spent at the school 
had been punctuated with interruptions and incidents, little 
by little, Will had been accepted into the class. He was never 
much of a contributor to discussions, but in his own quiet 
way he was becoming a good student. He applied himself 
to whatever he was given and he could concentrate. He was 
beginning to recognise enough letters to start to read and 
had made a reasonable start on his numbers. His favourite 
activity was still Art. Damien was his sole male companion 
as if the other boys were still not sure how to deal with him. 
They were mostly keen on sports and chasing and hitting 
each other, in which he had no interest at all. And while 
Zoe was his constant and close guide outside the class, the 
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other girls, despite a few waves of jealously jockeying for 
position, all seemed to like being around him. 

The one little girl who tried to usurp Zoe’s status by 
having her mother invite him for a play-date was made 
to understand that the consequences of her actions would 
be instant ostracism from Zoe’s friendship circle, and she 
quietly had it cancelled. Will never knew anything about it. 

To celebrate the showing of the ABC program, Hoppy 
invited Terry and Barbara over for dinner. All week, Hoppy 
had been on the phone, constantly spreading the word as if 
he would personally benefit from the ratings. 

The Flemings arrived early and Barbara brought a 
homemade cheesecake as her contribution. Will was on 
a chair by the stove once again draped in the big apron 
when they arrived. Barbara came in on her own as Terry had 
spotted Hoppy out in one of the workshops. «Well, look 
at you,» she said as she came in. «She’s training you to be a 
cook as well as an animal expert, eh?» 

Will smiled shyly and stirred his pot. 

When the men trooped in, they sat for a fairly quick 
and unceremonious dinner, as the nervous energy of the 
impending event tended to hurry everything along. The 
calmest of all of them was Will who ate his dinner, as he 
always did, with attention and concentration. Having had 
to scrabble for whatever food he could find for the first six 
years of his life, he still appeared to be almost surprised when 
a full plate landed in front of him, even when he himself 
had helped to cook it. He never left anything on his plate. 
This included a generous serving of Barbara's passionfruit 
cheesecake. 

They were all well installed with coffee for the adults 
and milk for Will in the front room, long before eight 
o'clock. There had been regular teasers on the ABC for 
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several days in advance, and so they had seen just a few 
snippets of what was to come, many times. The advance 
promos had always featured shots of Will on the dray, and 
also Will with Bagheera. 

Hoppy set the recording going, nervously checking 
several times to make sure it was working. The program 
that preceded “Tasmanian Story’ seemed to drag on and on, 
a news analysis discussion with talking heads, mostly about 
local politics which made Hoppy edgier and edgier. Terry 
had to smile at him. «Jesus, mate, you're like a man with a 
frog in his jocks, calm down!» 

Barbara had to interpret this remark for Ariette. She 
laughed at the image. « I think ’Oppy is nervous. ’E thinks 
e is the ’ero of the program, no?» 

«Oh, cut it out you blokes,» muttered Hoppy. « I’m just, 
you know, keen to see it. Will’s the man of the moment, not 
me.» He reached over as he said this and clapped Will on 
the shoulder, nearly causing spilt milk in his enthusiasm. 

And suddenly there it was. The title, “Tasmanian Story’, 
and the theme music came on and then the specific title: 
‘The Devil Whisperer’. Everybody leaned forward in their 
seats, except Will who quietly finished his milk. 

Over the shots of Will at the Campbell Town Show, 
Neil Cracknell narrated Will’s story. 

He gave some background, alluding to the important 
contributions of bullocks in the history of early Tasmania, 
the heavy transport of their era, and how driving them was 
an art. There were some old sepia photos to make the point, 
then he said: «But sometimes, even today, there are people 
who have a natural ability to work with animals. In today’s 
agricultural world dominated by trucks and tractors, there 
are still gifted bullockies. Will Judd is just six years old, but 
he is one of them.» 
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The camera rolled, with some country-style music 
in the background, as Will ran the team around Hoppyss 
paddock and finished with Will saying: «Whitey’s happy!» 
as the young bullock did its little triumphant dance after 
being unhitched. 

«This small boy’s story, however, has a tragic side to it.» 
Neil was on camera himself now, shot against the background 
of the bullock shed. «Will has no parents, being adandoned 
by his mother when he was very small. He’s been left to 
fend for himself. The only person who could look after him 
was an old fruit picker called Sam Judd. Captain Arnold 
Smith of the Salvation Army knew him well.» 

Then they cut to Arnold talking about Sam. As they 
did, Will leaned forward in his seat, as if he might hear 
something new or get some good news about Sam. Ariette 
noticed and put her hand sweetly on his arm. 

After Arnold, there was Will sitting on the chair on 
the verandah and answering questions about Sam and then 
showing the photo. Neil leaned into the shot and asked: «So 
who's this?» 

Will’s mixed emotions were caught in close up. «That’s 
Jo-Jo. She was my mother.» 

«But you don't know where she is?» It was a question 
gently asked and the camera caught the reflective response it 
caused in Will, then he simply shook his head. The camera 
then showed a close up of the photo. Will sitting on Jo-Jo’s 
lap was very clear. 

There was a short cutaway of Ben Lomond and Stacks 
Bluff with more country music before Neil’s voice cut in. 
«How Will landed up in the Esk Valley is a story in itself.» 
Then there was Ariette and Hoppy telling the story of how 
Will rescued Ariette from Butch. 
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Ariette was horrified to hear her accent. «Oh is ’orrible, 
my English,» she moaned. 

«Nah,» said Barbara, «it’s pretty sexy.» 

Hoppy shushed them as Neil’s narration continued. 

«Not long after Will turned up and rescued Miss 
Rivoire, old Sam Judd died in Launceston. Now the 
boy had no-one.» There was a long and reflective pause, 
showing Will looking off into the distance on his chair on 
the verandah of Hoppy’s house. 

Arnold Smith reappeared, saying that Will had had 
to make some very adult decisions in his short life. He 
described the scattering of the ashes in the creek. 

«So,» continued Neil’s voice, «although things were 
looking desperate for this defenceless little boy, the goodwill 
of those he had helped, came to his aid.» There was Hoppy 
saying that he was now Will’s foster parent. 

«Will has been living with Mr Hopkins and his French 
assistant ever since,» continued Neil. «Going to school for 
the first time and finding a new life unfolding for him here, 
in the Esk Valley.» 

There was a shot of Will holding Friend as Neil’s voice 
took on a new tone: «However, it has become clear to 
everyone who has met him that Will is not just good with 
bullocks.» 

And there was Terry talking about Will’s ability to 
diagnose animals and how he could talk to Tasmanian 
Devils. «He’s a Devil Whisperer,» said Terry. 

Barbara had a huge smile on her face as she watched her 
husband, while Terry looked a bit embarrassed. 

There was footage of Terry and Barbara with Bagheera, 
and the camera caught the moment when it jumped into 
Will’s arms. Barbara squealed when she saw herself on the 


TV, «Oh, my God, look at my hair!» 
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The camera then showed Will walking towards the 
creek with the Devil in his arms, Terry’s voice was heard in 
voice-over explaining about Bagheera. Then it showed Will 
saying, «he’s scared», the moment when Will silently got 
Friend to stop and sit, before going on to show the release 
of the timid little animal into the broome thicket. 

The final sequence was Will talking shyly and earnestly 
about the female Devil in the chookfeed shed and her babies. 
This showed Will more relaxed and talkative. As the music 
swelled, the camera pulled back and out from the two-shot 
outside the chookfeed shed, Neil talking with Will, pulling 
back further to show the farm, the tall eucalyptus trees 
around it, and then Stack’s Bluff off to the west. The music 
rose to a suitable crescendo and there was one last shot of 
Will on the dray, a huge smile on his face. 

They all thought it was the end of the program, but 
Neil’s voice came back. «After this program was shot,» he 
said, looking seriously into the camera, «Will was invited to 
show his prowess with the bullocks at the Longford Show 
last month. However, not everyone has been supportive of 
this gifted and, lately, fortunate little boy.» 

Hoppy looked shocked. He hadn’t seen it coming. He 
shook his head angrily. «They shouldn't say all this.» The 
others shushed him to hear what Neil was saying. 

«There is obviously jealousy amongst his new classmates, 
and two of them attacked the bullocks with fire crackers, 
causing both Will and Mr Hopkins to be hospitalised 
and one of the bullocks to be wounded. This is just the 
latest turn in a tragic and yet remarkable story of a small 
boy finding his way. He’s about to turn seven, and already 
he has experienced more challenges in his short life than 
most Tasmanians will ever experience. We wish him all the 
best. This is “Tasmanian Story.» 
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Hoppy switched it off and they all sat there, a little 
stunned, until Hoppy used the remote to stop the 
recording. 

Then the phone rang. Hoppy leaped up and raced off 
to his office, and Terry said: «Any bets as to who is the first 
to congratulate Will?» 

«It is Arnold,» smiled Ariette. 

«No,» said Barbara, «it'll be Vivi for sure.» 

«What do you reckon, Will?» Terry looked at the star of 
the show. Will shrugged, then he nodded, as if he had just 
received some kind of inner message. «It’s Alex,» he said. 

Terry said: «Nah, I’m betting on Diane Parry.» 

They began to clear up the coffee cups and Hoppy came 
back. Just as he reached the door, the phone went again. 

«Who was the first one?» yelled Terry. 

«Alex,» yelled back Hoppy as he disappeared. 

Terry grinned at Will. «You've got the gift alright. Just 
as well we weren't betting for sheep stations!» 

As they trooped down the corridor, Barbara tried to 
explain what that meant to Ariette, but it was beyond her. 
Sometimes there is no way to translate colloquialisms. 

The kettle that had been quietly whistling away on 
the combustion stove all day, was poured into the teapot 
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for a fresh brew while they waited for Hoppy to reappear. 
However it seemed every time he put the phone down, it 
rang again. In the end they all gave up waiting for him to 
reappear. Terry and Barbara headed home and Ariette got 
Will ready for bed. He was already tucked in, and Ariette 
was sitting on his bed when Hoppy finally put in an 
appearance. 

«You've got one helluva fan club,» he grinned down at 
the sleepy child in the bed. «I turned the phone off in the 
end, ’cause I’m getting sore ears.» He came and sat down on 
the bed beside Ariette. «Did you like the program?» 

Will nodded. 

«I gotta tell you, Will, I’m real proud of you. If there’s 
a fan club, then I’m your number one member.» Then he 
leaned over and tousled the boy’s hair. «You're a great kid.» 
Maybe it was because it was late at night or maybe it was 
something else, but his voice had a gruffness that hid an 
underbody of unexpressed emotion. He bent to kiss him 
goodnight and was gone. 

Ariette stayed on the bed for while longer, then kissed 
him goodnight and turned off the light. He seemed to be 
quiet in himself as if the television program had not been 
anything significant. His breath soon deepened and he was 
asleep. She sat on his bed for a long time, looking down 
at him in the gentle light of a half moon high above the 
valley. «He is not even seven years old, sept ans seulement,» 
she thought to herself, «and he has had so much to face in 
his life, beaucoups de défis.» It made her reflect on her own 
life back in the south of France. By the time she was seven, 
nothing had really happened to her at all. She had been more 
than a little spoilt, being the only child of indulgent parents 
but she had been independent, confident and happy. She 


could remember roaming the rocky hills above their stone 
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cottage outside Pertuis, just in from the Mediterranean 
coast, often with her pet goat, Cerise. She would be gone 
for hours, carefree and sure of herself. 

At last she got up and went back to her room where she 
looked at the print of Mont Saint Victoire which Will had 
bought for her just before the accident. Arnold Smith had 
retrieved it in the aftermath and it had become the second 
decoration in her room. She felt a pang of homesickness as 
she looked at the bare rocky heights, the pale mediterranean 
sky, and she decided that she would act on Vivian's 
suggestion. She would call her parents. 

When she brought it up the next morning at breakfast, 
Hoppy nodded. «How long’s it been?» 

«More than one year.» 

«They must be worried about you,» said Hoppy, letting 
a little parental criticism creep into his voice. 

«Per’aps.» Ariette’s response was instantly defensive. «I 
ave sent the cartes postales. » 

« Not the same.» Hoppy shook his head. «I bet they'd 
want to hear your voice. What’s the time difference, France 
to here?» 

Ariette was beginning to regret that she'd brought it up. 
«I don’t know.» 

«Easy enough to find out,» said Hoppy, putting down 
his tea cup and getting up. «It'll be on the internet.» 

After he'd gone, Ariette drank her tea in annoyed silence. 
Will studied her face. Then he said, «You have a mother.» 

«Yes.» She wondered what was behind his statement, 
which was not a question. 

«Does she miss you?» 

His eyes looked at her with steady concentration. He 
really wanted to know. His look unnerved her and she hid 
behind her tea. Then she said: «I don’t know.» 
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«Does she love you?» 

«Of course.» And then suddenly she realised what he 
was getting at. His mother had abandoned him, so mothers 
were not necessarily people to rely on. 

«Yes, my Maman, she love me very much.» 

He nodded. «So she misses you.» 

She had to nod, too. «I think so.» 

When Hoppy came back they were both sipping their 
tea in reflective silence. 

«Ten hours behind,» he said. «So right now it’s ten 
o'clock at night. Want to call them?» 

Suddenly she felt nervous. What would she say to her 
parents? How would she explain where she was, who she 
was with, why she was there? «No, no. Is too late. They 
will be sleeping.» Her bohemian parents never went to bed 
that early, but she wasn’t going to tell Hoppy. «I call later 
maybe.» 

He studied her as he poured himself more tea. «I’m not 
pushing you.» 

She managed a weak smile. «Is OK.» 

«So you can call them tonight,» he said, as lightly as he 
could manage. «Give you a bit of time to think about what 
to say.» 

She nodded. «Thank you, ’Oppy.» 

Hoppy grinned at Will. «Maybe you can get to talk to 
Ariette’s Mum’n ‘Dad? What do you reckon?» 

Will frowned, taking the suggestion seriously, and 
Hoppy regretted his banter. 

«Only kidding. Youd have to talk French.» 

«My father, ’e speaks English,» said Ariette, «’E likes to 
read English books.» 

«Does he?» Hoppy smiled. «It’s funny, you never told us 
anything about your folks.» 
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She shrugged. «Is nothing special to say.» She looked 
down at Will who was looking up at her with interest. 
Hoppy noticed him too. 

«I bet Willd love to hear about them. Wouldn’t you 
mate?» 

Will nodded. 

Now she felt put on the spot, the two of them expecting 
something. 

«So,» she began, then wondered what she could say, 
«they are nice people.» 

«What do they do?» asked Hoppy. ‘I mean what kind 
of work?» 

«They are teachers in the Lycee, ’ow you say, ’igh 
school.» 

«Explains where you get your smarts from.» Hoppy 
smiled. Then, seeing her puzzlement, explained: «Smarts, it 
means, er, intelligence, you know?» 

«Is true.» Ariette had to agree. «But I was not a good 
student.» 

«Doesn't mean you're not smart.» 

«What do they look like?» asked Will, and his sudden 
question struck them both. Ariette looked at him, his 
serious eyes, his unwavering attention on her. 

«They are, they are . . .» What could she say? «I don't 
’ave a photo of them to show you.» 

«About my age I s’pose?» Hoppy was trying to be 
helpful. 

Ariette frowned, trying to remember how old her 
parents actually were. Then she simply nodded, «I think 
so.» Then she grinned at Will, «but they are not looking 
like ’Oppy.» 

«Not as handsome, eh?» Hoppy was enjoying her 
discomfort. 
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«They are French. My father, ’e ’as a barbe,» she put her 
hand on her chin to show what she meant. 

«A beard,» said Hoppy. 

«lt is white and ’e ’as not so much ’air on ’is ’ead.» 

Will was nodding, as if he was carefully making sure he 
was getting the right picture. 

“E is wearing glasses and ’e is not as tall or as big as 
’Oppy. ’E is most interested in things about the mind.» 

«An intellectual frog,» said Hoppy. 

«What does your mother look like?» asked Will, clearly 
wanting to get a visual impression. 

«Maman,» Ariette paused for a moment as she pictured 
her Mother. «She is petite. I am taller than is she.» 

«Any brothers and sisters?» asked Hoppy. 

«ls just me.» Ariette smiled at them. And to her surprise, 
she found herself suddenly happy to share something about 
her parents. «They do not get married and I am born when 
they are not young, you know? I am a surprise to them.» 

«A happy accident,» grinned Hoppy. 

She nodded. «They are not thinking about wanting 
children.» 

«What's her name?» Will’s attention was very clear. 

«Maman is Eloise.» 

«Elle Wees.» Will tried it for himself. Ariette said it 
again and he diligently worked at repeating it till he got ir. 

«How about your old man?» asked Hoppy, now 
beginning to genuinely enjoy finding out about her 
background. 

«My father?» Ariette was not sure what Hoppy meant. 
When he nodded she said: «’E is not so old, maybe same 
as you. 

«What's his name?» asked Will. 

“E is Claude.» 
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«Clod?» chuckled Hoppy, «You must be kidding?» 

«That is ‘is name. Claude.» Ariette wondered why that 
would be strange. «It is a name of many people in France. It 
can be the name for man or for woman. There was a queen 
La Reine Claude.» 

«So it must mean something different in French?» 
Hoppy realised he was probably being insensitive. «It doesn’t 
mean a clump of dirt?» 

When her eyebrows shot up, he knew he had made a 
mistake. 

«Not at all. It is name of saints and of aristocrats.» 

«How do you spell it?» 

When she did, Hoppy said: «Oh, you mean Claude!» 
pronouncing it like «clawed». 

«But in France you say it like that, like I say.» 

«OK. I get it,» said Hoppy. «Lost in translation. It’s all 
in the accent.» 

Will had waited patiently through all this, but wanted 
to know more. «Does he like animals?» 

She smiled at him, it was his special kind of question. 
«Of course.» Then she went on. «Our ’ouse is in the country. 
We ’ave chickens and ducks, some goats and a donkey. 
There are cats, too.» 

«Not exactly a farm then,» said Hoppy, making sure he 
didn’t sound critical. 

«The chickens and the ducks, we eat the eggs, and also 
the chickens and the ducks too. My mother, she makes foie 
gras and she makes confit de canard. I don’t know what is it 
in English. And also she makes the milk from the goats.» She 
smiled as she remembered her mother’s domestic routines. 
«The donkey, ’e just make a big noise.» 

«Sounds like your Dad’s not much of a farmer.» Letting 
it slip out before he could stop himself, Hoppy silently 
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berated himself. The last thing he wanted to do was stop 
the flow of this new and fascinating side of Ariette. 

E likes to do garden. He likes to grow things.» She was 
not going to mention his careful cultivation of illegal weeds. 
«He has a big garden.» 

«I would like to see it,» said Will. 

«Maybe one day we take you there,» she said, reaching 
over and stroking his hair. «We take Oppy, n’est-ce pas?» 

«I wouldn't understand a bloody word,» smiled Hoppy, 
pleased to be included. 

«Is just like me in Tasmania,» she responded. «You say 
too many bloody words.» Which made Hoppy laugh. Will 
loved that sound and he began to laugh, too. 

«Too many bloody words!» Hoppy hooted and soon all 
three of them were laughing together. 

When they finally caught their breath, it seemed to 
bring a sense of peace to the breakfast table and as they got 
up to clear things away, Ariette realised, although she was 
still nervous, she was looking forward to speaking with her 
parents. 
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She made the call in the late afternoon, calculating that 
her habitually nocturnal parents would be up by then. She 
locked herself away in Hoppy’s office, while Hoppy and 
Will went off to feed the chooks. 

«I don't know why she bothered to shut the door,» 
grumbled Hoppy. «We wouldn't have a clue what she was 
going on about anyway.» 

Will simply nodded, looking down as the hens gathered 
around his boots. Phantom kept himself aloof on his perch, 
until Will personally invited him to join them. Hoppy had 
seen this so often, it had almost become natural. Boy invites 
rooster to dinner, rooster condescends to accept invitation. 

«You reckon you could teach me how to talk rooster?» 
grinned Hoppy as Phantom fluttered across and elbowed 
his way towards the scattered grain. 

Will looked up at his foster parent carefully, checking 
to see if it was a serious question. Then he nodded, but said 
nothing. 

Hoppy said: «I’ve been thinking about how you do that 
and I reckon, maybe it’s a bit like me and Butch. He kind 
of knows when I want to start up, he just gets it. It’s like 
that, isn’t it?» 


215 


Alastair Sharp 


«Mmm.» Will had been frowning, perhaps trying to 
work out how to explain to Hoppy. Now his brow cleared 
and he nodded. «It’s the same.» 

«Yeah,» said Hoppy. «Trouble is, I can send thoughts or 
whatever, but I haven't a clue how to hear what Butch wants 
to say to me. You know?» 

«You have to listen,» Will said earnestly, then he added: 
«Inside.» 

«I get that.» agreed Hoppy. «Question is how?» 

Will shrugged. He had no way of explaining that. 

Phantom had no interest in this conversation and once 
he had had enough chook feed, he strutted off to the chook 
house with his harem obediently behind. Hoppy and Will 
closed up the sheds, fed the Kelpies and Friend and were just 
walking back towards the verandah when Ariette pushed 
open the backdoor. 

«C’est fait,» she said. «Is done.» 

«They were happy to hear from you?» asked Hoppy. 

«Oh yes,» she said very happily. «My mother, she cry.» 

«Told you they missed you.» Hoppy chuckled. « Did 
you promise to call more often?» 

«No.» She eyed him defiantly. 

«Did you leave our number?» 

«What for?» 

«Well in case they'd like to call you.» Hoppy felt a 
little defensive. «Maybe if there’s something, I don't know, 
urgent.» 

«Your mother cried,» said Will, a statement, not a 
question. Ariette sat down on the verandah step and pulled 
Will into her arms. «Cherie,» she said gently, as she held 
him, «my mother, she likes to cry. For her is easy.» 


«She was sad.» said Will. 
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«No, I don’t think so.» She smiled at Hoppy as he joined 
them on the step. «I think she cry because she is happy to 
know I am OK.» 

«You tell em what you've been up to?» asked Hoppy. 

«You mean I say now I have a child and I live with an 
old man?» she grinned cheekily. «I don’t say that.» 

«What did you say?» 

«Oh,» she said airily, «I just tell them is beautiful in 
Tasmanie, this is ’ow you say Tasmania in French. I tell 
them I ’elp on a farm with boollocks.» 

«That’s all you said?» Hoppy was incredulous. 

«Of course.» Then she bent to kiss Will on the cheek. 
«ls a bit difficult to say, about Will and everything. Maybe 
I say next time.» 

«So youll call them back?» Hoppy couldn't help a little 
grin cross his face. 

«Perhaps.» 

«Did your father cry?» asked Will, leaning back onto 
Ariette’s chest. 

«No,» she said, «E is not like that. But ’e say he wants to 
come and see Zasmanie. E say ’e’as read one book about it.» 

«He wants to visit the Apple Isle, does he?» said Hoppy, 
looking pleased. «Tell him he’s welcome. Your old lady too, 
even if she cries all the time.» 

Ariette leaned over and kissed Hoppy on his cheek too. 
«I tell ’im already.» 

«No kidding,» said Hoppy looking startled. «When are 
they coming?» 

«ls just an idea.» 

«What do you reckon, Will?» said Hoppy looking down 
at the contentment of the child in Ariette’s lap. «How'd you 
like to meet Ariette’s old folks? You'd have to say «bonjour» 


and all that.» 
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«ltd be nice,» said Will, and a gentle smile rested on 
his lips. 

«We will see.» Arietté continued to stroke his hair. «Is 
nothing certain.» 

«Well I reckon you oughta call ’em right back and line 
them up,» said Hoppy more than a little amazed at his own 
enthusiasm. 

«Not now,» she smiled, enjoying the play of it. «Another 
day I call again.» 

And that was the end of that for the time being. 
However, as they made the evening meal together there was 
an air of happiness as if they had shared something very 
precious between them. 

Throughout the day there had been a steady flow of 
phone calls about “Tasmanian Story’. Arnold had been 
so proud of Will, but he himself, Arnold admitted, had 
become something of a celebrity in his own right. Hoppy 
had to chuckle, at lunch, when he described Arnold’s 
scarcely disguised pleasure at being called up by so many of 
the Salvation Army ladies. «That old Salvo’s a bit of a TV 
star now. He better watch himself. Some old duck will have 
him marching off to the altar if he doesn’t watch it.» 

In trying to explain what this meant, both to Ariette 
and Will, Hoppy realised he was probably being a bit 
unfair. «Forget it,» he said lamely, and concentrated on his 
lamb chops. 

Of course Bridie had been ecstatic to see the program, 
but now Vivian had told Hoppy, she was badgering her 
mother to have her own TV show. She wanted to tell the 
Bridie story. She had it all worked out. She would even let 
Will be in it. 
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Terry called during the afternoon and he too had found 
himself being congratulated by all his Saturday morning 
clients. Barbara had gone to the hairdresser. 

There were no more calls after dinner and that came as 
something of a relief. They sat together in the front room, 
watching nothing in particular on the television until 
bedtime for Will. He kissed Hoppy goodnight and Ariette 
took him off to his room. 

After a while she came back and said: «’E is asleep.» 

«That’s good,» said Hoppy. «Tomorrow hopefully it'll 
be quiet, so he gets ready for school on Monday. We'll run 
the bullocks. He'll like that. Poor little bugger’s got to face 
another crowd of admirers come Monday morning.» 

«You know,» said Ariette, standing in the doorway, 
obviously heading for bed herself, «all the people who was 
in this program got so excited. You, Arnold, Terry, even me. 
But Will, no. It does not touch ’im. Is strange, no?» 

«Yeah,» agreed Hoppy, «I noticed that too. Maybe he’s 
just too little.» 

«No.» She shook her head. «I think ’e looks at the 
program and ’e doesn’t see ’imself at all. It is, ow you say, 
like ’e sees some other little boy, not ’im.» 

«Maybe youre right. I mean, look at his life before he 
came here. He didn’t really know who he was.» 

Ariette kissed Hoppy on the cheek and went to bed, 
leaving him to puzzle over the enigma of the child who had 
come to be the centre of Hoppy’s new universe. 
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It rained all day Sunday and the bullocks stayed locked 
up. The phone rang a few times, mostly friends of Hoppy 
who had failed to catch him the day before. He was getting 
fed up with being famous and was tempted to turn the 
phone off again. Luckily, however, before he did, there was 
a call from Zoe Fuller who wanted to talk to Will. 

«It’s your girlfriend,» yelled Hoppy from the office. Will 
was in his room with Ariette and they had been painting 
pictures of rain and clouds. When he heard Hoppy’s call, 
Will looked up, not sure what was required of him. 

Ariette said: «It is Zoe, I think. You want to talk with ’er?» 

«OK,» said Will, and got up from the floor. 

«Is coming!» yelled Ariette, smiling to herself. 

When Will picked up the phone in the office, Hoppy 
hovered in the doorway to make sure he was alright. 

«Hello?» Will said, in a quiet voice. Then as Hoppy 
watched, Will nodded from time to time, but said nothing. 
Zoe was obviously holding forth. Finally Will said: «I liked 
seeing the bullocks and Bagheera.» Then in answer to an 
obvious question, he added, «He’s the Devil I put back in the 
bush.» Then he said nothing else for quite a while. Finally 
he said: «OK. See you tomorrow,» and put the phone down 
on the desk. Hoppy came back into the office and put the 
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phone back on the hook, reminding himself that perhaps 
Will had never used a phone before. 

«She knows how to talk, that girl,» said Hoppy as they 
walked together. 

«Mmm,» said Will, as he headed back to his rain 
painting. 

«You like to talking to her?» said Hoppy, as he followed 
behind. 

«I just listen,» said Will, and Hoppy had to admit to 
himself that this kid had the right attitude to women. He 
stood in the doorway of Will’s room as Will dropped down 
next to Ariette and took up his brush. 

«What did she talk about?» asked Hoppy. 

Will looked up at Hoppy and frowned. Then he said: 
«She liked seeing me in the TV.» Then he paused, trying to 
recall what else had been said. «She said it’s sad I don’t have 
a Mum.» 

Ariette looked at him to see how he felt about that. «Do 
you feel sad about that?» 

He thought about it. Then he shook his head. «Not 
really.» 

Ariette looked up at Hoppy framed in the doorway, 
noticing the same emotion playing behind his eyes as she 
was feeling. They were both so tender towards Will, so 
aware of his vulnerability. 

«You got us, mate,» said Hoppy. 

«I know,» said Will looking up at them both. Then 
he bent to his paint brush and Hoppy took himself off 
somewhere else. 

They made an early dinner and put Will to bed, 
everyone very aware of what the following morning would 
bring. Will seemed the least concerned. 
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In the morning, he was up and had dressed himself by 
the time Ariette looked in on him. It was something of a 
challenge with his left arm still in plaster. «You are ready 
already!» she said and gave him his morning two-cheek kiss. 

«We make eggs for breakfast, no?» and she took his 
hand as they went across to the kitchen. 

Hoppy came in from the chooks and saw them together 
at the stove. «Ready to face the masses, mate?» he said 
putting his hat on a hook behind the door. Will was up 
on a chair with his apron protecting his school clothes, 
stirring the scrambled eggs. He got the sense of Hoppy’s 
question, if not the full meaning, and he nodded. «Good 
for you, mate,» said Hoppy, settling into his chair. «You're a 
level-headed little bloke, the hordes won't put you off.» 

When the eggs were done and Ariette had made the tea, 
they sat together as if it was a normal school Monday. Then 
Will did his teeth and they went out to the Landcruiser. 
Friend ran along beside Will and hopped up into the cab 
as was now his established right. Hoppy had given up on 
that small insurrection, it just seemed to be natural. Once 
Will had been dropped off though, he'd be back on the tray 
where all dogs are supposed to go. 

In the Monday melee of the school car park, there was 
not quite such a rush of admirers as Hoppy had expected. 
Maybe the novelty of Will’s exposure was wearing off . 
Zoe, however, was right there, obviously having stationed 
herself by her mother’s car in anticipation. The minute the 
Landcruiser pulled in she was ready to greet her protegé. 
Hoppy saw her as the Landcruiser turned into the gate, 
and he pulled up next to the Fuller’s Nissan. As soon as the 
passenger door was open, Zoe was there. 

«Good morning, Zoe,» said Ariette, helping Will to get 
his backpack out. 
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«I have to make sure everybody doesn’t push in round 
Will,» said Zoe with an air of importance. She took his 
right hand as he stepped down, and Ariette and Hoppy 
exchanged amused smiles. They walked behind the two 
children as Zoe pressed ahead and made sure nobody got 
to speak to Will. 

«He's got a bloody good bodyguard,» grinned Hoppy. 
«I’m feeling almost redundant.» 

Jodi Fuller joined them. «I hope you don’t mind,» she 
said. «Zoe can be very determined.» 

«Nah,» said Hoppy. «It’s good. She'll take good care of 
him.» 

«Oh, she’s been planning this all weekend,» Jodi said 
proudly. «She even has extra play-lunch for Will.» 

«Jeez,» said Hoppy in mock horror. «It’s getting serious.» 

«Is very sweet,» said Ariette. 

Hoppy found himself approached by a few different 
people congratulating him on the ABC program, and 
before he realised it he had been left behind and Will had 
gone off to his classroom without saying goodbye. Ariette 
returned from the school entrance with Jodi Fuller, and 
Hoppy looked a bit rueful. 

«Everything OK?» he said. 

«As you said, Hoppy,» Jodi smiled, «she’s taking good 
care of him.» 

After a few more pauses for yet more pats on the back 
and «good-on-yer»s, 

Friend was thrown up onto the tray and the Landcruiser 
went off for the day’s chores. 

It was when they got back to the farm and Hoppy went 
in to check for messages that he came back from the office, 


looking dark. 
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Ariette was washing up the breakfast things when he 
came in. 

«Bit of nasty business’ is coming our way,» he said. 

She looked up, not sure what he meant. 

«Better sit down,» he said, dropping into his habitual 
chair at the kitchen table. She joined him. 

«I got a call from that bloke at the ABC, you know, 
Neil?» 

«Oh yes?» 

«Seems the ABC got a call from some woman who 
claims to be Will’s Mum.» 

Ariette’s eyes opened wide with astonishment. «Is Jo Jo?» 

«Well, that’s the question. The woman claims to be 
Will’s mother.» 

«Is not good?» Ariette could see Hoppy didn’t like the 
news. 

«I dunno. It could be fishy.» Then he saw her look of 
bewilderment and added: «Fishy means weird. She might be 
his Mum or it could be some woman posing as his Mum.» 

«] am not understanding.» Ariette studied Hoppy’s face 
trying to catch his meaning. 

Hoppy scratched his head. He hadn’ really thought it 
through himself just yet, but as soon as he heard that someone 
was calling herself Will’s mother, alarm bells went off. 

Finally he said: «If it’s Jo Jo, and she can prove it, well 
that’s one thing. The trouble could be, if it is her, she might 
want him back.» 

«No!» This came out of Ariette with such force it 
shocked them both. 

Hoppy shrugged. «I haven’t a clue what the law says 
about natural mothers.» 

«She is not natural. She leave him, never come back!» 
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«I know. I know.» Hoppy found his heart was pounding. 
«We'd better ask someone.» He sat there frowning. «What 
a bloody mess.» 

«You can ask someone?» she ventured tentatively. 

«I s’pose.» Hoppy drummed his fingers on the table. 
She watched him, feeling her own agitation mounting. 
Then Hoppy looked up and said: «I'll call Don, he'll set 
me straight.» Hoppy’s son-in-law was a social worker in 
Hobart, and although they did not always see eye-to-eye 
about a lot of things, Hoppy still respected Don’s knowledge 
of all the byzantine workings of Tasmanian Government 
departments. 

Ariette was frowning as she tried to make sense of it all. 
«You said, maybe is not Jo-Jo?» 

«That’s always possible. Neil didn’t have a clue if she 
was real or not.» 

«But if is not Jo Jo?» 

«There’s always people on the make, you know. Maybe 
some woman thought she could con some money out of us, 
or maybe some psycho woman whose kid died, or, I don’t 
know, could be anything.» 

«Is terrible for Will.» Ariette was trying to imagine how 
Will would handle this news. 

«We don’t tell him. Well not yet anyway.» Hoppy stood 
up. «I'll see if I can get hold of Don, he’s the best bet.» 
Then he turned and went back to the office. In truth, he 
took himself out of the kitchen because his emotions were 
so scrambled he couldn’ trust himself in front of Ariette. 
Seeing her reaction was as painful as hearing the news 
itself. He needed the reassurance of someone who knew the 
territory. 

Ariette sat at the table stunned, barely able to breathe, 
and she watched Hoppy leave, unable to grasp what had 
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just happened to her. Her mind raced over scenarios of Will 
being taken away by the mousy young woman in the photo, 
or by some other woman’ pretending to be his mother. Her 
terror at losing him mounted to her throat, and she dropped 


her head onto the table and sobbed. 
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When Hoppy finally came back to the kitchen she was 
gone. Secretly he was relieved. They both needed time to 
get used to this new threat. He went out to his workshop 
and found things to fix. Finally, when it felt like maybe he 
should put in an appearance for lunch, he ventured back to 
the kitchen. She was cooking furiously. 

His first reaction was to laugh. She looked up surprised 
to hear it. 

«Look at the pair of us,» he said.» All hell breaks loose, 
so I run and hide in the workshop and you cook like a mad 
woman.» 

She smiled at his laughter, although not entirely 
following what he had said. «I cook to feel not so bad.» 

«Smells great,» he said with real affection and parked 
himself at the table. 

She heaped up plates of frites and sauteed vegetables 
with fish she had baked in the oven. «We eat, then we feel 
better,» she said. 

«Better keep some for Will, this is enough for a small 
army.» 

Her cooking was beautiful and he ate several mouthfuls 
in silence just to enjoy the flavours. Finally he said: «I talked 
to Don.» 
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She looked up and studied his face. 

«He reckons that if it’s Jo Jo, all she can do is ask to see 
him, get some kind of court order. But the Court decides. 
She left him for dead, so she'd have to prove her bona 
fides.» Ariette didn’t get that, so he took a breath before 
explaining:»You know, she has to prove who she is and 
show she was going to do the right thing. At least that’s 
what Don said.» 

«What is the right thing?» 

«I don’t really know. I suppose the Court tells her what 
she can do. If she can see Will I mean.» 

«And if is not Jo Jo?» 

«Whoever she is, she'll have to really prove who she is 
first. Proper papers and all that. And if she can’t do that, 
well that’s the end of it.» 

«So what do we do?» 

«Nothing.» 

«Poor Will. What will he think of this?» 

Hoppy nodded and took another mouthful before he 
spoke. «I reckon we say nothing about it. Neil was good. He 
told her he wasn’t allowed to give out our address or phone 
number, so if this woman is serious, she’s going to have to 
do her own detective work.» 

She didn’t get what he meant. «What means?» 

«Well. See, it was on the program, so it won't be 
difficult. They mentioned Fingal, the Esk Valley, my name. 
She just has to front up here and ask for Mr Hopkins. 
Easy. Everybody knows me.» 

«And if she do that?» 

«She can’t just walk in. Don said so.» 

«Maybe you talk to Bill, no?» 
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He chewed on the idea of calling the local policeman. 
Bill was a mate and knew how to keep quiet. It was a good 
idea. «I think you're right,» he said, and got up. 

She was serving up some compote de poires when he 
came back. 

«Bill’s on to it,» said Hoppy. «If she turns up he'll hear 
about it for sure.» 

They spent an uneasy afternoon unable to concentrate 
on anything until it was time to pick up Will from school. 
They were so anxious that they arrived so early that the 
carpark was almost deserted. A few parents were there and 
they came over to chat with Hoppy, some still enjoying the 
novelty of seeing their neighbor on the television. 

Hoppy leaned on the tray of the Landcruiser with 
half an eye on the front door, waiting for the bell to ring 
for the end of the day. Friend, who had been consigned 
to the back, whenever Will wasn’t with them, now came 
over and sniffed hopefully at Hoppy. Hoppy fondled the 
little dog’s ears as he halfheartedly chatted with the other 
parents, while Ariette stayed apart, sitting in the cab of the 
Landcruiser with her own thoughts. It was she who noticed 
the big black Harley Davidson cruising bike turn into the 
school car park. She watched it, with its putt-putt motor 
growling, as the rider turned and then backed it under a 
tree so it was in the shade. The rider took off his helmet. 
He was a big man with a heavy black beard and long hair. 
His passenger was much smaller swathed in a black leather 
jacket with black sunglasses. When she took off her helmet, 
an alarm leapt up inside Ariette’s mind. Instinctively she 
thought she knew who it was. 

She threw open the door and ran to Hoppy. «Now we 
go. Now.» She pulled at his arm and he spun round at her 
urgency. With her eyes, she indicated the bike. «Is her!» 
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«Really?» He was squinting, trying to see who it was. 
Ariette pulled and he went with her urgency, the other 
parents looking puzzled at the sudden interruption. As 
Hoppy followed Ariette into the main door, he glanced 
back but the two riders had not moved from the shade. 
Once they were inside the lobby, he stopped. «You really 
reckon it’s her?» 

«Yes, yes.» 

«But you've never seen her.» 

«Just like the photo.» 

«I better call Bill,» said Hoppy and went towards the 
Principal’s office. He was going to tell Ann Hewson too, 
just in case they came inside. Ariette stayed by the door 
watching the riders in the shade of the tree. Several parents 
came in and said hello to her but she was so preoccupied 
she did not respond. The riders took off their leathers and 
laid them across the saddle of the big bike. Then they stood 
together in the shade, making no movement towards the 
school. 

The bell went for the end of the day and suddenly the 
halls were full of rushing kids, a sea of small intent bodies 
with backpacks, all heading for home. More parents came 
in and soon it was difficult for Ariette to keep her eye on 
the riders. Suddenly something grabbed at her from behind 
and she spun round in alarm. It was Zoe Fuller, holding 
Will’s hand and smiling happily. 

«Here we are!» she said very loudly as if she expected the 
entire lobby to stop and take notice. 

Ariette dropped down and hugged Will to her. As she 
held him tight, Zoe was expounding on their day. «We had 
a very big ‘show and tell’ today because everyone saw Will 
on the TV and we all got to say which bit we liked. Miss 
Viorney said I was a very good speaker.» 
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Then she stopped and looked at Ariette. «What’s the 
matter?» 

«Is nothing.» Ariette realised she had to pull herself 
together in front of these six year olds. «I am so ’appy to see 
Will, you know?» She held Will out from her so she could 
see his face. He was studying her, as he so often did, and she 
dreaded that perhaps he could tell what was happening. 

«So it was a nice day?» Ariette tried her best to put a 
smile to her question. 

He nodded. «It was OK.» 

Then Jodi Fuller appeared. Ariette was very pleased 
to see her. She took her arms gently from around Will 
and stood up. Zoe was already breathlessly detailing the 
triumphs of the day to her mother. 

Jodi smiled over her daughter’s head. «Never a dull day 
for this girl.» Then she took her daughter’s hand. «Let Will 
go now. I’m sure you did a great job today, but we have to 
go to netball practice. You'll see him tomorrow.» 

Zoe pulled a wry face. «Do we have to? I want to stay 
with Will.» 

«It was you who badgered me into playing netball in the 
first place, so there’s no argument. Say goodbye to Will.» 

Zoe threw her arms around him, which nearly toppled 
him onto the floor, kissed him wetly, and turned to join her 
mother. « Bye Will,» she yelled as they went out the front 
door. 

Ariette watched them go, while holding Will’s hand, 
and then her eyes strayed to the tree where the big black 
bike still stood. The riders were still there. 

Then Hoppy reappeared. «I told Ann, and Bill’s on his 
way,» he said tersely before he realised that Will was looking 
up at him. «Oh,» he said, and for a moment couldn't find 
anything neutral to say. 
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«E’ad a nice day,» said Ariette, quite aware of Hoppy’s 
momentary struggle. : 

Hoppy swallowed and patted Will on the back. «Yeah, 
that’s good. Happy to hear it.» 

«Can we go home now?» said Will quietly, perhaps 
himself aware that this was not the way the end of the 
school day usually went. 

«Um, why don’t we wait just a bit,» said Hoppy, trying 
to think of some strategy to keep them from going out the 
front door before Bill arrived. 

«Did you do Art today? « asked Ariette and when Will 
nodded, she said: «Can we see it?» 

«Now?» Will was looking uneasy. 

«Yeah, good idea,» said Hoppy, and he bent to Will’s 
backpack to undo it. «It’s in here, right?» 

«No,» said Will. «It’s still wet. It’s in the room.» 

«Oh great!» said Hoppy, now appearing to be very 
interested in going to see it. «Let’s go.» He more or less 
dragged Will back down the corridor towards his classroom 
with Ariette glancing out of the door one more time before 
hurrying after them. 

When they reached the classroom, Miss Viorney was 
clearing away her things. She looked up as she heard the 
footsteps. 

«Hello,» she said brightly, when she saw who it was. 
«Did Will tell you about our big discussion this morning?» 

Hoppy stopped and looked surprised. «Er, no.» 

Ariette came to his rescue. «Zoe she tell us. She say she 
is good speaker.» 

Miss Viorney laughed. «That girl. She could make a 
very fine Tasmanian Premier one day. She's got the gift of 


the gab.» 
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«We, um, came to look at Will’s art,» said Hoppy feeling 
awkward and more than a little flustered. 

«Oh yes.» Miss Viorney led them to a huge sheet of 
white paper pinned to a board. «Although it’s not really 
Will’s art work, it’s everyone's.» 

Looking closely, Hoppy wasn’t sure what he was seeing 
until he recognised what it was, a collage of Bullocks and 
Tasmanian Devils drawn and coloured in the naive style 
of six year olds. Several of them had the title, Tasmanian 
Devil, in the wobbly caligraphy of neophyte writers. 

«It's what we talked about,» said Will, still feeling the 
tension around him and trying to help. 

«Which bit did you do?» asked Hoppy. Will pointed to 
a tiny stick figure off in one corner. The figure had a small 
dog and a quite obvious arm in plaster. «Well that’s you, 
isn't it?» 

«It was so interesting that most of the children saw the 
program,» said Miss Viorney. «and they had so much to say 
about it, I decided we should do a group art piece on it. See 
up the top? It says Devil Whisperer.» 

«So it does,» said Hoppy. «It’s a ripper.» 

«lt is lovely, isn’t it?» agreed Miss Viorney. «I will keep it 
for parent teacher night.» 

Ariette had quietly gone across to the window to see 
if she could see the bike under the tree. She could and as 
she watched, the white Police Landcruiser turned in and 
stopped next to it. She saw Bill get out and approach the 
two riders. Hoppy caught her looking and came across. 

Seeing what was happening, he turned back and said 
with totally false brightness: «Well I suppose we'd better not 
keep you any longer, Miss Viorney. It’s great what you do 
with the kids. I’m very impressed.» 
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«Well, thank you,» she said, almost blushing. Then 
to cover her rising embarrassment she added: «See you 
tomorrow, Will.» 

«OK,» he said quietly, looking up at the three adults to 
see what he was supposed to do. 

He walked between Ariette and Hoppy back up the 
corridor, aware that they were looking at each other over 
his head. By the time they reached the Principal’s Office, 
the outrush of children had diminished and only a few 
stragglers were left. Ann Hewson was standing just outside 
her door. 

«Everything alright?» she asked. 

«Bill’s out there,» said Hoppy. 

«Pll walk with you,» she said and opened the front door 
to usher them out. As she did, the sound of the bike roared 
into action and it rounded the carpark raising a cloud of 
dust and whirled out of the school gate. They all stood 
still for a moment stunned by the noise and the dust. As it 
settled, Bill Noonan walked towards them. 

«Hi, Will,» he said, with his friendly policeman’s voice. 
«Loved seeing you on the telly the other night. You're a bit 
of a marvel. How’s the arm?» 

Will looked shyly down at his boots. 

«When you get home,» said Bill, in a very different 
voice, looking at Hoppy, «give me a call and we'll get a few 
things sorted out. Alright?» 

«Thanks, mate,.» said Hoppy. «Better get this little feller 
back to the bullocks, they'll be looking out for him.» 

They shook hands, Bill shook hands with Ariette 
then with Will, before he turned and watched them as 
they reached the Landcruiser. There was a happy reunion 
between boy and dog as Friend was allowed down from the 
tray and jumped into Will’s arms, despite the plaster, which 
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was beginning to look distinctly grubby and battered. Then 
they all climbed into the cab and waved. Bill stood with 
Ann Hewson as they drove off. 

They drove in silence, each of them endeavouring to 
adjust to what had happened. Will drew back inside himself, 
holding his little dog close, not liking the atmosphere that 
was floating about him. Something was wrong with Hoppy 
and Ariette but he didn’t know what it was. To protect 
himself, he shrank back against the seat between them and 
closed his eyes. The small dog’s heartbeat throbbed under 
his hand and he began to listen to it very carefully, becoming 
part of its simple uncomplicated rhythm. 
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Arriving at the bullock shed, Hoppy pulled the 
Landcruiser in and looked down with concern at Will. As 
he felt the car become still, Will opened his eyes and looked 
about. He glanced up at Hoppy. 

«I put the boys out this morning,» said Hoppy, gesturing 
at the paddock beyond the shed where the bullocks had all 
lifted their heads at the sound of the Ute. «How about you 
and Ariette and Friend go say G'day to ’em, then walk on 
up to the house?» 

«Shall we put them in the shed?» asked Will, puzzled 
at the unusual routine. Hoppy was always there when they 
worked with the bullocks. 

«Yeah, why not?» said Hoppy. «Give ’em an early 
night.» 

Will followed Ariette out of the cab, with Friend 
running ahead. Will turned to wave as the Landcruiser took 
off, but Hoppy did not notice. 

Will caught up with Ariette. «Is Hoppy upset?» he asked 
looking up searchingly into her face. 

«No, I don’t think so.» She took his hand. «I think ’e ’as 
many things to think about, you know?» 

He nodded, but he knew he was not getting the real 


answer. 
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He ducked under the fence, as the bullocks all headed 
in towards them. One after the other, he ran his good hand 
along their sides, fondled their muzzles and fluffed their ears 
as they lowered their heads to him. Once he was amongst 
them, the feeling of pressure and tension dropped away. 
Now he swam in the great love of these beasts, their big 
warm bodies, their murmured greetings, their enormous 
gentleness. 

Ariette watched him dive into them, merge with them 
and disappear. She knew how nourishing this was for him, 
and she felt no fear for his safety. There could be no safer 
place in the whole world. Then she turned and put her 
weight against the big rolling door so they could all go in. 
Obediently, they lined themselves up to placidly follow 
Butch’s lead into the shed. Once they were in their stalls, 
Will and Ariette pulled down books of hay for them and 
checked their water supply. Then together they closed the 
big door and turned towards the house. They had not said 
a word to each other the whole time. 

Friend trotted ahead as they walked up towards the 
house. Holding Will’s hand, Ariette tried to think about 
how they would bring up the subject of Will’s Mother. 
What could they say? Hoppy had said they shouldn’t say 
anything, but if the riders in the school carpark included 
who she feared, then they would have to say something. 

As they walked, Will looked up into her face. She glanced 
down at him and realised that she probably looked like 
someone who was worrying. She forced herself to smile. 

«So Zoe said you all talk about the Television this 
morning.» 

He nodded. 

«Is OK for you, all these people talk about you?» 

He shrugged. «It’s OK.» 
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«So many people see the program,» she said, trying to 
imagine how he felt about it. 

He nodded, then he frowned. «Do you think my 
mother saw it?» 

The question stopped her in her tracks. There was no 
way to hide the stunned look on her face. Her heart beat 
very rapidly, and she struggled to make her voice work. «I 
don’t know, Cheri, is possible.» 

He nodded again and they kept walking. 

«Why do you ask that?» Ariette put the question as 
unemotionally as she could, while they crossed the cattle 
grid. The thought that maybe he was picking up on what 
was happening was filling her with terror. 

He walked on for a few steps before he replied. «I think 
she'd like to see the bullocks and Bagheera,» he said, his 
voice showing no particular emotion. 

«Oh, yes,» agreed Ariette, no closer to understanding 
what was going on inside this small person whose hand she 
held so tightly. 

When they reached the house, Hoppy had left Will’s 
backpack on the kitchen table and was in the office with 
the door closed. 

«We make a snack, yes?» said Ariette, going to the 
fridge. 

Will nodded and took his backpack to his room. As 
soon as he was gone, Ariette went up to the office and 
knocked gently. Then she pushed the door open. Hoppy 
was still on the phone, nodding at whatever was being said. 
He put his hand over the mouthpiece and whispered, «It 
wasnt her.» 

She stood for a moment shocked and relieved. Then 
a broad smile crossed her face and she charged into the 


room and kissed Hoppy on the cheek. He tried to duck 
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but wasn’t quick enough. His hand came away from the 
mouthpiece of the telephone and he chuckled. «Get out 
of it.» Then rapidly he had to explain his comment to the 
other person. 

«Sorry, Don, Ariette just came in and I got 
distracted. What were you saying?» 

Ariette turned and whirled out of the room to find 
Will. He had come back to the kitchen and she swept him 
up into her arms and held him, kissing his cheeks. 

«Is good,» she said, holding him close to her. 

«Now you are happy,» he said, studying her face, «but 
not before.» 

«No. Is true. Now I am ’appy and we make beautiful 
snack.» 

She put him down and turned to the kitchen bench, 
enthusiastically working at throwing together a great snack, 
mostly from her lunch with Hoppy. Will climbed up onto 
his chair at the kitchen table and watched her. 

After a moment Hoppy came in and grinned broadly at 
Will. «What's she making?» 

«I don't know.» 

«How about we try to guess?» said Hoppy parking 
himself opposite Will at the table. 

Will eyed him with interest and Hoppy caught it. 
«What?» he said. 

«Hoppy’s happy too.» 

Ariette swung back from the kitchen bench where she 
had begun to put things out on plates. «Now everyone is 
’appy. You are ’appy, no?» 

«Mmm,» he agreed, but there was clearly something 
bothering him. 

Hoppy realised he had to explain. «Coming home, 
Will, we were a bit worried about a few things, me and 
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Ariette. Nothing too serious, you know. Anyway, now it’s 
all fixed.» ‘ 

Will nodded. «That’s good.» 

«Yeah,» agreed Hoppy, «and you know what, sometimes 
adults get a bit too worried about stuff. So I’m sorry if we 
were a bit off this afternoon. I want you to know that it’s 
not anything you have to worry about.» 

«OK.» He seemed to be satisfied and the two adults 
exchanged relieved looks. 

They tucked into Ariette’s snack which she happily 
explained to Will was leftovers from what she and Hoppy 
had eaten for lunch. She called it «Le rest which Hoppy 
generously chuckled at. 

When they had demolished almost all of it, Hoppy 
suggested that Will go and feed the chooks. Will clambered 
down and took himself off. Once he was out the back door, 
Hoppy said: «He was onto us. Poor little blighter must have 
wondered what was up.» 

«E is clever, ’e knows.» 

«Yeah. It’s not easy to hide anything. Anyway, we're OK 
for now.» 

«Bill, ’e says this?» 

«At least it wasn’t what you thought. Bill said he fronted 
up to the two bikies and he asked what they were up to. 
They said they were just passing through and wanted to stop 
in the shade for a bit.» Ariette listened carefully, wanting 
to be sure she understood. «So of course, Bill didn’t buy 
that,» went on Hoppy, «seeing as how the school’s not on 
the main road.» 

«So why are they there?» 

« Well, they stuck to their story, saying they didn’t mean 
any harm.» 
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«E ask who they are?» She hoped she had followed what 
Hoppy had just said. 

«Oh, yeah. He asked them for their driver’s licences. 
The bloke had his and when he asked the girl for ID, she 
had a driver’s licence, too. « 

«And was not Jo Jo?» 

«Nup.» He grinned. «Bill said her name was Cheryl 
Dyer or something like that.» 

«Is good.» 

Hoppy looked into his empty cup and checked for the 
last drops of tea. «At least for now.» He tipped his cup to 
his lips on the off-chance, then he said: «Today was a false 
alarm, but you never know when she’s going to turn up.» 

«Today, Will say to me if I think his mother see the 
television?» 

Hoppy’s cup hit the table with a clunk. «No shit!» He 
stared at her for a long minute. «You think he knows what’s 
going on?» 

«I don’t know. I ask ’im but he not say anything.» 

«Jesus. Maybe he does. Maybe he knows why we're all 
uptight.» Hoppy blew out a frustrated breath. «Ifhe can read 
animals’ thoughts, maybe he can read ours. Who knows? I 
tell you what, this is no ordinary kid we've taken on.» 

«Is true.» 

Their relief was short-lived, however. Late in the 
evening, Bill called back. Hoppy took the call and when 
he came back from the office, Will and Ariette were in the 
front room, watching TV. He came in and turned it off. 

«Sorry to interrupt, but I’ve got to tell you about 
something important.» He flashed Ariette a look that made 
her shudder. Will looked up expectantly, but Hoppy could 


read no anxiety in his face. 
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«Bill just called back.» He took a breath, then plunged 
on. «There's a group of bikies camped down by the river 
and Bill went down there. Two of them were the bikies 
from this afternoon.» 

Will looked puzzled, so Hoppy explained about the 
bike in the school carpark. It didn’t help to clear up the 
confusion so Hoppy just went on. «So the thing is, there’s a 
couple of others down there. And one of them . . .» 

Then he stopped. He looked at Will. He knew what 
this little boy had already been put through, and now it was 
going to get worse. 

«Will,» he said, «this is going to be a bit tough for you 
to hear.» 

Will looked at him with a clear, steady concentration, 
and Hoppy had trouble finding his voice. Finally he said: 
«One of them is Jo Jo.» 

The room became very still. Will was looking fixedly 
into Hoppy’s eyes as if he was trying to see past them to 
something further away. Ariette held him tightly as he had 
been on her lap as they watched TV. 

Then very quietly, not much more than a murmur, he 
said. «She saw the TV.» 

Hoppy and Ariette exchanged glances, and Hoppy said: 
«Il think you're right.» 

Then Will turned to look up at Ariette. «We can show 
her the bullocks.» He spoke in a clear, almost eager voice, 
with the slightest of inflections suggesting doubt. 

She could not answer and sank her face into his hair. 
Hoppy steeled himself to say what he knew must be said: 
«Well, we can’t do that. See, if someone, if a mother, doesn’t 
look after her kid, like what happened to you, well . . .» He 
was sweating, he realised. He was desperately trying to find 
the words to explain. «Like, I’m your foster parent. That 
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Foley woman, you remember, she set it up. So now I’m the 
one who looks after you.» 

Will nodded. He understood that. Ariette pulled back 
from burying herself close to him to gauge the effect of 
Hoppy’s words. As Hoppy’s eyes met hers he implored her 
for help. 

«So this means,» she said carefully: «Jo Jo can’t just come 
back to see you, you know?» 

«But she’s my mother.» Will said, simply stating the 
fact. 

«I know, I know.» Hoppy ran his hands through his 
hair, hating his inability to speak clearly enough. «But the 
point is, if the mother, if she hasn't looked after her kid 
properly, then she has to ask for permission.» 

«Why?» Again his voice carried no emotion. He was 
simply trying to understand. 

«Cheri,» said Ariette, her lips beside his ear. «You would 
like to see ’er?» 

He nodded. 

«Then, we ’ave to see ’ow it ’appen.» She pulled back 
enough so that Will could see her face. He was inches away 
but was intent on her eyes. «What ’Oppy says is true. If she 
want to see you, she ’ave to ask.» 

«That's right,» added Hoppy, infinitely grateful to be 
sharing the explaining. «She can’t just come rolling up here 
and expect to say G'day, just like that. Anyway, Bill told her 
about that.» 

«Can she come tomorrow?» 

«Sorry, mate.» Hoppy shook his head «This is what she’s 
gotta do. She has to go to Court, down in Hobart.» 

«Oh.» Will nodded, taking this as it was. 
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«Bill told me that he explained all that. He made it 
pretty clear. He told her she can't just roll up, and he said 
they all have to leave in the morning.» 

Will took this in and seemed to go inside himself for a 
while. Hoppy and Ariette looked at each other, wondering 
what else they could do or say. Then he came back up and 
out of himself. He looked at them both, as if he had made 
a decision. 

«That’s OK,» he said, «we can show her the bullocks later 
on.» Perhaps his voice was a little thinner than usual, but 
still within it there was a certainty, a quiet, solid acceptance. 
It moved them both deeply. 

Ariette wrapped her arms around him again, and rested 
her head against his. Hoppy kneeled down in front of them 
and put his hands on Will’s knees. 

«We're gonna look after you, mate, me and Ariette. If 
you want to see Jo Jo then we'll work it out.» 

When they put Will to bed, Hoppy kissed him 
goodnight, barely able to hold back his roiling emotions. 
After he'd gone, Ariette lay on the bed with Will until he 
went to sleep. Then she went back to her room, took a 
blanket, and came back to sleep on the floor next to him. 
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In the silent early morning, Will came out of his restless 
sleep, aware of Ariette near him. He did not open his eyes, 
but he sensed her. Often when they had shared the cottage, 
he would be able to go to her inside himself and be with her. 
She would meditate every day, as she had learned in India, 
and in this quietness he could find her easily. Now, as he 
sensed her, he saw she was in turmoil, unable to find peace 
in meditation and he reached out, still lying in his bed, to 
help her, to take care of her. He knew what her trouble was, 
because he had the same. In his own sleep, his dreams had 
been of trying to find his mother. He had forgotten what 
she looked like, and he didn’t know what he was looking 
for. He had woken feeling afraid and dislocated. It was a 
relief to let the dreams go and to feel the comfort of the 
room around him, and to know Ariette was there on the 
floor by his bed. He could leave his own troubled feelings 
behind and go to her and help her to feel safe. 

When he opened his eyes, she was sitting crossed-legged 
on the floor, her back against the wall, wrapped in the 
blanket. As he looked at her, she opened her eyes and their 
eyes met. She smiled a slow, grateful smile. 

«Is nice to meditate with you,» she said very quietly. 


245 


Alastair Sharp 


He scrambled out of bed and went over to her, to settle 
back into her lap so she could wrap him in the blanket. 
They sat there together till Hoppy came and gently knocked 
on the door. He was not surprised to see them against the 
wall all wrapped up together. His gratitude for her feminine 
instincts welled up as he looked at them both. 

At breakfast, Will seemed to be his normal quiet self, 
eating a hearty breakfast and expecting to go off to school. 

Over his tea, Hoppy said he thought maybe it would be 
best if they stayed on the farm for the day. He and Ariette 
had already talked about this while Will was in the shower. 
By this time Will had become very comfortable with the 
morning ritual as if he had taken hot showers all his short 
life. 

«No school today, alright?» to which Will nodded, and 
Hoppy added cheerfully: «The boys'll be real happy to have 
you take them out, and it looks like a great day for it. What 
do you reckon?». 

Will chewed on his toast and Vegemite and nodded 
again. Then he frowned. «We better tell Zoe,» he said, 
which made Ariette smile and Hoppy laugh out loud. 

«Dead right!» he said, when he managed to stop. «She'll 
be hopping mad if we don’t.» Then he got up. «I better go 
call her Mum.» 

When he came back, his smile was gone and he was 
shaking his head. 

Ariette and Will both looked up at him with concern. 

«Bad business,» he said. «Someone broke into Buzz’s 
shed last night. Where he keeps the opium straw. Bill’s up 
there now.» 

Ariette was puzzled. «What is it?» 

«Up at the Fuller’s, Zoe’s Dad. He grows opium poppies 
for making painkillers, you know, medical stuff. It doesn’t 
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happen often, but every now and then someone has a go at 
stealing the raw straw. It’s the straw that makes the drugs, 
heroin and morphine and all sorts of things. If you know 
what you're doing I suppose you can make dope out of it.» 

«And this happen today?» 

«Overnight. And guess what? The bikies have gone. No 
prize for telling you who did the job.» 

«You think is themselves?» asked Ariette. 

«Gotta be.» Hoppy poured himself some more tea. 
«Anyhow,» he said, laying a hand on Will’s arm, «I passed 
the message to her ladyship that her shining knight’s having 
a day off.» 

Will didn’t get the allusion at all and neither did Ariette 
so Hoppy had to simplify it until Will nodded. 

«She'll miss you, that’s for sure,» said Hoppy. 

While Will helped Ariette with the morning dishes, 
Hoppy went back to his office to make more calls. He was 
gone quite a while, so they went out to liberate the chooks. 
When he came back, they were sitting in the bright morning 
sun on the front verandah. 

«Phantom and his girls all happy are they?» he asked as 
he sat next to Will. 

«We got ten eggs,» said Will. 

«Not bad,» said Hoppy, giving Will an uncharacteristic 
hug. «We'll make a ripper omelette for lunch.» 

They watched a pair of crows cavorting high over the 
eucalyptus trees, before Ariette broke the silence. «There is 
other news?» 

«What else do you think might happen?» said Hoppy 
shaking his head. «This Valley is a quiet place most of the 
time, but right now it’s a bit of a hot spot.» 
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«So Jo Jo, she is gone?» asked Ariette a bit exasperated 
that Hoppy didn’t tell them what he had been up to in his 
office, obviously on the phone. 

«Far as we know. I had a quick word to Bill. He says the 
camp’s deserted.» 

«So what do we do?» she persisted. 

Hoppy scratched his stubble as he thought about it. 
«Well, we don’t do anything. I mean, we just have to wait 
and see what happens.» 

«Maybe nothing happens?» She was feeling frustrated 
at their situation, powerless to help Will in any way except 
be with him. 

«I wouldn't bet on that,» said Hoppy. 

Will had listened to them carefully, aware that they were 
talking about his mother. Then something else came up for 
him and he looked up at Hoppy. «Something happened at 
Zoe’s house?» 

«Yeah, that’s right. Someone broke into the shed,» said 
Hoppy wondering why Will was asking. 

«Was it Jo Jo?» 

The question shook Hoppy, and he swallowed 
awkwardly which made him cough. Finally he managed to 
say, with a strangled voice. «No. I don’t think so.» 

«Did they steal something?» Will seemed intent on 
knowing more about it, and his steady look into Hoppy’s 
face was deeply troubling. How do you talk about this to a 
boy of six? 

«We don’t know. Maybe not. You see the stuff that Buzz 
keeps in the shed is only there after the harvest and that’s in 
the summer. So the shed was probably empty.» 

Ariette was fascinated at Will’s intense interest in the 
event, and she wanted to help. «So if nothing is there why 
they go inside?» 
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Hoppy shrugged. «Search me. Maybe they thought 
there'd be some opium straws left over or something. I don’t 
really know.» 

«Is Zoe alright?» asked Will, and this time Hoppy had 
to smile. 

«Yeah, mate, she’s fine for sure. I bet she'll be full of the 
news when she gets to school.» 

«Yeah,» agreed Will, «she likes to say what happened.» 

Then the phone went and Hoppy jumped up to 
answer it. 

Ariette took the time to ask Will. «You are worried that 
maybe Jo Jo did something?» 

He frowned as if working out how he felt about it. At 
length he said, hesitantly, « I don’t know.» 

«Cheri, is best you don't worry.» She gave him a 
protective hug and he leaned into her, laid his head against 
her chest and listened to her heartbeat. They were sitting 
like that when Hoppy came back. 

«The Foley woman wants to come this afternoon.» He 
sat down next to Will again. «She reckons you ought to be 
at school, but it’s too late today, don’t you reckon?» He saw 
the look of calm on Will’s face as he lay against Ariette and 
he knew he was right. 

It was even more apparent when Will had the bullock 
team out in the paddock, Friend up there beside him on 
the dray, totally at one with his team, the bullocks pulling 
enthusiatically and rounding in tight turns and figure eights. 
The light that shone in the boy’s face was so uncluttered by 
any of the events that had been taking place around him. 

«Look at him, will you,» said Hoppy, shaking his head 
with genuine pleasure. «When he’s up there he doesn’t have 
a care in the world.» 
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The Department of Social Services Ford rattled over the 
cattle grid, more or less on time, as they sat in the kitchen 
listening to the kettle whistle on the slow combustion stove. 
They seemed to have run out of things to say and were just 
sitting quietly, each with their own thoughts. 

Hoppy looked up. «Here we go,» he said, and got to his 
feet. The other two stayed at the table. 

She bustled in with her briefcase and smiled 
professionally at Ariette and then sat opposite Will. «How 
are we doing?» she asked him. 

He regarded her with interest, as one would a fish in 
a tank, maybe trying to work out what kind of species she 
was, but finally he nodded and said: «OK.» 

«Well, that’s good,» she responded, as she opened 
the briefcase and pulled out the relevant file. Hoppy was 
making the tea, which gave him an excuse not to have to sit 
at the table with her. 

Ariette sat to her left, holding Will’s right hand under 
the table. His left arm lay on the table covered in its coloured 
signatures. Kathy Foley noticed it. 

«Not much room left on there,» she said. You must 
have a lot of friends.» Will looked down at his arm as if 
this was a new idea, while Kathy opened the file with ‘Will 
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Judd’ clearly marked on the top. She glanced at it and then 
smiled. «I suppose we should change the file name,» she 
said, almost as if she was talking to herself. Then she looked 
at Will. «You mother’s name is Jo Jo, isn’t it.» She said this 
as statement of fact but Will took it as a question. 

«That’s my Mother’s name.» 

«Yes.» She smiled at him again and Ariette began to 
wonder if she had been trained to smile whenever she talked 
to children, it seemed to be automatic. 

«That nice man from the Salvation Army sent me a 
copy of the Birth Certificate, so we have that now.» 

«His name’s Arnold,» said Will. 

«So it is.» And there was that smile. Then she turned 
to one of the papers in the file and took it out. «I am a bit 
suspicious about the name,» she said, looking up to find 
Hoppy. «I don’t believe that could be her real name.» 

« It’s what’s on the Birth Certificate,» he said, measuring 
tea leaves into the pot. «That’s all I’ve seen.» 

«Hmm,» she said. «Very suspicious. It’s my bet she has 
another name.» 

«Does it matter?» 

«No, not really. What is important is Will.» 

Ariette was still holding the boy’s hand under the table 
and sensed how tight he held on. He looked calm enough 
on the surface, but she knew that was difficult for him. 

Kathy Foley clicked her ball point pen, ready to make 
notes. «So now, irrespective of her name, I understand she 
has made an attempt to come and see you.» Now she looked 
directly at Will and nodded. «Um, has Mr Hopkins, er, 
explained about why she can’t do that?» 

Again Will nodded. «She has to ask permission.» 

«Exactly. Very good.» She looked up at Hoppy with an 
approving nod and he decided it was time to bring the tea 
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to the table. She watched him pour, and then waited again 
till he sat down. i 

«You see, Will,» she said inclining her head towards 
him, as if she was trying to draw him in towards her so that 
he would understand. He kept his gaze on her, unblinking, 
knowing that this was important. «We didn’t even know 
where she was when we agreed to let Mr Hopkins be your 
foster parent. You understand?» 

He nodded dutifully so she could go on. He knew this. 

«So now, if she wants to see you, we have to be sure that 
it will be OK with you.» She was speaking slowly, spelling 
out each word so he would follow. 

«It’s OK with me,» he said. 

«Well, that’s good.» She glanced down at her file. «She, 
how can I put this, she has not been a good mother.» 

He kept his eyes on her, but Ariette saw the flicker of 
something behind them and she squeezed his hand under 
the table. 

«Did she steal the straw from Zoe's Dad?» He asked this 
suddenly and sharply as if he thought that was what Kathy 
was getting at. 

The statement stopped her flow and she frowned. «Er, 
I dont follow you.» 

Hoppy put down his tea cup to explain about the 
break-in at the Fuller farm. 

«Oh,» she said, «no, no, that’s not what I meant. I don’t 
know anything about this other business. What I meant 
was that she left you with Sam, you see?» 

«OK,» he nodded, but seemed no more at ease than 
before. 

«So the point is.» She was struggling to find the right 
way to say what she needed, and Hoppy got impatient. 
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«Get on with it,» he snorted. «The point is she needs to 
go to Court in Hobart and get permission from some Judge 
or other before she can come here. She’s got to prove she 
doesn’t mean him any harm. Will knows all this.» 

«He does?» She swallowed, feeling foolish. 

«Of course he does. My son-in-law explained it all, 
and I explained it to Will.» He put a gentle hand on Will’s 
shoulder. «He’s a smart kid. He gets it.» 

«Well,» She tried to smile but didn’t make it. «Well, 
that’s what I needed to talk about.» 

«So how about you enjoy a good cup of tea and see ya later,» 
said Hoppy, maybe just a little triumphantly. She obediently 
bent to her cup, and Ariette almost felt sorry for her. 

«Can I ask you something?» she ventured. 

Kathy looked up from her tea with evident relief. Ariette 
was not as threatening as Hoppy. «Of course.» 

«She cannot ask for Will to go with er?» 

«No. She can’t do that.» Kathy made an effort to find 
her professional voice. «With her track record, she would 
have to demonstrate an extraordinary change in her lifestyle 
and her capacity to take care of him, before that would even 
be considered.» 

«What means?» Ariette had tried hard to follow. 

«Well, for one thing I don’t think she has a fixed abode, 
I mean a permanent house, in which she could take care of 
a child. You see?» 

«E ’as a nice ’ouse ’ere.» 

«Yes, he does. He has been wonderfully looked after. 
Even if some unfortunate things have happened, still, he is 
lucky.» 

Hoppy had a sly grin on his face. He was enjoying her 
discomfort. Will was concentrating, listening carefully to 
everything, his hand firmly in Ariette’s. 
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«l like it here,» he said. 

«Well, that’s excellent,» Kathy said and even managed 
to find her smile. 

«But when she comes, I am going to show her the 
bullocks,» he added, and her smile vanished. 

«Oh dear. Well I’m not sure, I mean . . .» 

«Listen,» said Hoppy. «Like I said, he gets it that she 
has to ask permission, but if she wants to see him, there's 
no way I’m gonna stop him. If he wants to see her and if he 
wants to show her the bullocks, then I’m right with him.» 

«I see.» She put down her cup and closed her file. «If this 
is what she wants, and the Court approves, it will take some 
time and we must be sure it is in the child’s best interest.» 

«And who gets to decide that?» asked Hoppy, leaning in 
towards her, just a little threatening. 

«The Court, the Court.» She was hastily putting the file 
in her briefcase. 

«So let the Court decide and we'll get on with our quiet 
life here. That OK with you, Will?» Hoppy put his hand 
back on Will’s shoulder, and the boy looked up at him with 
his clear impenetrable eyes and nodded. 

«I will let you know what’s happening,» Kathy said as 
she got up. «Thank you for the tea.» 

Will and Ariette sat at the table after she had said her 
goodbyes and Hoppy had escorted her to the door, feeling 
like he wanted to escort her off the premises. 

Once they heard the sound of the Ford cross the cattle 
grid, Ariette took Will into her arms and held him. 

«Is going to be OK, Cheri, this I am sure.» 

«That woman's a bloody idiot,» said Hoppy as he 
banged in through the back door. «I ought to tell Don to 
get rid of her.» He clumped in and poured himself a fresh 
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cup. «You OK, mate?» He looked at Will now enfolded in 
Ariette’s arms and he chuckled. «Course you are.» 

Will watched Hoppy sit with his tea, and then he said: 
«I don't want to go away.» 

«Jesus,» said Hoppy and nearly lost his tea. «Who said 
anything about going away?» 

«I like being with you.» 

«Oh mate, me too.» Hoppy got up and came over to Will. 
He stroked the boy’s hair and he said, in a soft emotional 
voice. «I promised I'd look after you and I’m going to, no 
matter what. If Jo Jo wants to come and see you, and you're 
OK with that, then she can come. But she can't take you 
away from here, that’s for sure. I won't let her.» 

And something inside Will let go. He softened and 
seemed to breathe out fully, perhaps for the first time since 
he had heard about his mother reappearing. Ariette felt his 
body release and he allowed himself to completely melt into 
her warmth. 

«That's good,» he murmured, and seemed to go to sleep. 
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It was Arnold who reminded everyone about Will’s 
birthday. While no-one had totally forgotten, the other 
events swirling around Hoppy’s farm had obscured its 
imminence. He called one bright spring morning, a day 
after Will had returned to school. Hoppy and Ariette had 
come back from school with the morning ‘Mercury’ and 
some fresh bread. On the office answering machine, there 
was Arnold asking what the plan was. 

«Holy shit,» muttered Hoppy to himself as he deleted 
the message. He went off to find Ariette who was making 
a cup of good Aussie tea at which these days she was 
considered more than proficient. 

«Old Arnold’s got his eye on the calendar,» he said as 
he came in. 

Ariette put the pot in its cosy and brought it to the 
kitchen table. «You know,» she said, «sometimes when you 
talk to me, I think I don’t understand one word.» 

«Oh yeah,» He grinned as he sat. «Bit obscure for Frogs. 
Sorry. Anyway the point is, Arnold called and he asked 
about Will’s birthday.» 

«Oh, my God.» Her eyes widened. « Is true. Soon, no?» 

«Next Saturday no less. He turns seven on November 
the nineteenth.» 
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«What can we do?» 

«Well we sort of promised everyone we'd have a party.» 
He sipped on his tea, then he grinned again. «But not like 
that disaster at Damien Parry's, eh!» 

«We must ask Will, n’est-ce pas?» 

«Yeah. To tell you the truth, we just told everyone we'd 
do a party but we never got around to asking him. Better 
get onto it.» 

On the way home from school in the afternoon, they 
did. Hoppy had decided Ariette should do the talking, 
knowing that so often he tended to push his own ideas too 
forcefully. He was learning. 

After the usual discussion about how the day went, 
with Will’s inevitable «OK» and not much more, Ariette 
broached the subject. 

«You know,» she said, «next weekend you will not be 
six any more.» 

He looked up and studied her face, not sure what she 
meant. She smiled happily at him. «Is your birthday!» 

«Oh.» He nodded, accepting it without any apparent 
surprise, or any other overt emotion. 

«So,» she glanced at Hoppy, «me and ’Oppy, we want to 
ask you what you would like to do on your birthday.» 

He fondled the ears of his devoted Jack Russell as the 
Landcruiser turned into the gate. «I don’t know,» he said at 
last. 

«You have to have a party,» said Hoppy, and could have 
bitten his tongue. Damn, he had meant to keep his mouth 
shut. Ariette shook her head in disgust. 

«Is not true,» she said. «Sometimes I forget is my 


birthday and I do nothing.» 
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«Yeah, but I bet you had a birthday party when you 
were seven,» said Hoppy.hoping his voice was neutral and 
not too pushy. 

«Maybe,» she agreed, «is a long time ago. I forget.» 

«Do you have a birthday?» Will asked, suddenly looking 
very interested. 

She laughed. «Of course.» 

«When is it?» he asked. 

«Is in Janvier, the first month.» 

«January,» said Hoppy. «What day?» 

«Is,» and she thought about the numbers, which she 
always had to translate from French in her head. «Is the 26.» 

«Well how about that!» said Hoppy, as he pulled 
the Landcruiser to a halt in the yard. «You were born on 
Australia Day.» 

When both of his passengers looked puzzled, he had to 
give a very condensed version of the founding of the Botany 
Bay Colony. «And that was January 26", 1788.» 

«So is like July 14 in France? You have Feu Dartifice?» 

«What?» Now he looked puzzled. 

«You know, they go boom in the sky with all pretty 
colours at night.» 

«Oh fireworks, yeah,» he laughed. «What do you call 
them?» When she repeated the words, he tried to repeat 
them but it sounded like Fur Darty Fizz. They all laughed. 

Finally Hoppy said: «Oh, mostly Australia Day’s just 
an excuse for a booze-up. We could have a booze-up to 
celebrate your birthday. What do you reckon, Will?» 

«Arnold wants to come for my birthday,» said Will, out 
of nowhere. 

«Yeah, that’s right,» said Hoppy, then stared down at 
the small figure by his side. «Wait a minute. How did you 
know that?» 
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«He said. When he gave me the photo of my mother.» 

«Dead right. He did too.» Hoppy turned off the engine. 
«So we better invite him.» 

«And Bridie,» said Will 

«Oh yeah. We'd be in deep shit if we forgot her.» 

«And Alex.» Will looked up at Ariette. 

She couldn't hide her smile. «But of course,» she said. 

Hoppy opened his door and said as he got out. «Sounds 
like we got a party happening. We better make a list over a 
good cuppa.» 

The list got longer as they drank their tea. Ariette was 
the scribe. Will gave deep thought to each one as if he felt 
he had a responsibility. Hoppy was touched to see how 
seriously he took it. After Arnold and Alex, and the Quinn 
family, Will added Terry and Barbara Fleming, and then to 
their surprise he added his teacher, Miss Viorney. 

«It’s getting to be a good list,» said Hoppy, «but there’s 
no kids in it.» 

«Oh,» said Will, as if perhaps he didn’t think other kids 
should be invited. 

«Who are your friends at school?» Hoppy gently 
prompted him and watched as Will bit his lip in 
concentration. 

«Damien?» This was said more as a question than a 
fact. Perhaps the concept of a friend of his own age was not 
natural to him. 

«He invited you to his, so you better,» said Hoppy. 
Then he added: «I'd steer clear of some of the other little 
buggers he invited, though.» 

«Zoe,» said Will. 

«l was wondering when youd get round to her.» Hoppy 
sat back in his chair with a big smile on his face. «No other 


kids?» 
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Will thought about it then shook his head. 

Ariette looked at the list. «Is ten,» she said. 

«Nice,» said Hoppy. «So what do you reckon, we do 
birthday lunch?» He was looking to Will for his reaction, 
but he saw that Will was away somewhere, deep in thought. 
«What's up, mate?» 

Will came back out of himself and refocussed. He 
looked steadily at Hoppy for an ennerving thirty seconds, 
then he said: «Can my mother come?» 

«Whoa. It’s a bit too soon I'd say. The way Don tells it, 
it takes a while for the Court to make that kind of decision. 
Anyway, we don’t know if she’s asked yet.» 

«Oh.» And Will seemed to accept it. 

«Sorry, mate.» 

«Maybe,» offered Ariette, seeing how important this 
obviously was for Will, «if she can come, later on, we have 
another birthday? You can have two.» 

«OK,» he said, and it seemed to cheer him up. 

No-one had an alternative idea to Hoppy’s suggested 
birthday lunch, so Hoppy got on the phone and began 
calling. In the meantime Ariette began to think about 
the menu. What do you make for a birthday lunch for a 
turning-seven year old? Will was no help and he seemed to 
be on the verge of slipping away inside himself somewhere. 
Ariette wondered if they were doing the right thing. 

When Hoppy came back from the office he looked 
pleased with himself. «Hundred percent acceptance so 
far,» he crowed as he came in. When Ariette explained her 
inability to work out what to cook, he said: «Tell you what, 
why don't you ask Jodi Fuller, she'll set you straight.» 

Ariette smiled. «Maybe I ask Zoe?» she said. 

«Bloody right,» agreed Hoppy. «Ask them both.» Then 
he looked at Will. 
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«This OK with you, mate?» Will looked up at him as ifthe 
question was important and needed some consideration. It 
took him a few seconds, but then he nodded. Hoppy 
dropped down onto the chair next to him. 

«I know you never had a birthday before,» he said gently, 
«but you know, all those people on the list, they're really 
good friends, all of them. When you have a birthday party, 
it means they can come and wish you a happy birthday 
and give you presents and show you that they love you.» 
He stopped, watching to see how this was taken. Will was 
looking carefully at him, listening and absorbing. 

«But you don’t have to have one.» Will nodded as 
Hoppy said this, and Hoppy dreaded that perhaps he was 
about to undo his hundred percent. 

Then Will said: «Can Friend come? And Spike and 
Winnie and Queenie?» 

Hoppy had to laugh. «The dogs!» Then he stopped 
because he saw that Will was crushed by his outburst. «Sorry, 
mate. Yeah, why not. We could have a birthday picnic 
lunch on the lawn and invite Friend and the Kelpies. Great 
idea.» 

«Is nice, no?» added Ariette, putting her arm round the 
boy’s shoulders. 

He nodded. «And the bullocks.» 

This time Hoppy let a smile play on his lips but he did 
not laugh. «On your birthday, mate, the boys'll have to get 
special hay. We'll buy some of their favourite lucerne, how 
about that?» 

«Good,» said Will, and it was the most enthusiastic he 
had been about the whole idea. 

Jodi Fuller was very happy to help out and she and Zoe 
appeared within an hour for a chat. Hoppy made himself 
scarce doing chores. Will sat at the kitchen table while the 
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three females talked and planned and wrote lists. He let it 
flow around him the way an island allows the stream to 
pass it on both sides. Sometimes he was required to say 
something, but mostly he was simply there. Ariette kept 
her eye on him but he did not seem to be unhappy. Zoe had 
more ideas than anyone, and Ariette worried that maybe 
Will would be overwhelmed by it all. Luckily Jodi was 
realistic and kept the wildest suggestions within bounds. 

Even though the weather is unreliable in November in 
North-Eastern Tasmania, they planned for it to be outside 
as Hoppy had promised. Buzz Fuller had a marquee tent 
he had used at the local Shows and that would make sure 
they'd be a bit protected. The menu fell into place and Jodi 
volunteered to cook more than half of it. Ariette tried to 
protest, but Jodi would have none of it. 

«Ten’s a lot of mouths to feed,» she said. 

«And the dogs,» added Zoe. 

«So you must come to the birthday also,» said Ariette, 
«and also your ’usband.» 

«I would like to come and help,» said Jodi, «and I’m 
sure Buzz would, too.» 

«Is OK, Will?» Ariette asked the guest of honour. He 
nodded, although Ariette felt he was accepting whatever 
would happen without any real opinion at all. 

By the time Hoppy reappeared it was all planned. Jodi 
would take Ariette shopping to St Helens the next day. He 
felt just the slightest pang of being left out, but he grinned 
broadly and said he was chuffed. He loved the idea of the 
marquee. He said he and Will would take care of the dog 
menu. Will liked this idea more than any other. 

By the time they got ready for bed that night, the 
invitation list had swollen a bit further, along with the 
three Fullers, Miss Viorney had asked if she could bring 
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her partner. Hoppy had innocently said: «Sure, bring him 
along.» And was stuck for words when Miss Viorney had 
said that her partner's name was Elaine. 

«Tell you what,» said Hoppy, as he kissed Will goodnight. 
«This birthday’s going to be quite a shindig.» 

Ariette had to smile. «I ’ope that means is good.» 

«Good as gold,» said Hoppy, kissing Will«Goodnight, 
mate.» 

As she turned out his light, Ariette bent over him to 
kiss him goodnight and he reached up to put his arms 
around her neck, holding onto her with his small force. She 
dropped down to lie on the bed beside him. 

«Is OK,» she whispered. 

«Mmm,» was his response, not much more than a gentle 
inner vibration. 

«ls ’ard for you? This birthday, n’est-ce pas?» 

«It’s OK,» he whispered. 

She held him till he fell asleep, and as he drifted away 
his hand came up to her face and his finger tips traced the 
lines of her profile, her jaw and her nose. His touch was 
exquisitely soft and tender and she luxuriated in its intimacy, 
before his hand finally fell back onto the bed and he was 
gone. Then she in turn, lightly traced her forefinger along 
the line of his face, his unfurrowed forehead, his lightly 
closed lips, then she bent and kissed him on his cheeks, 


sealing yet again her deep commitment. 
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Buzz brought the marquee round on the Friday 
afternoon not long after Alex had arrived. The weather 
forecast suggested the day would be clear, but there was 
always the risk of the odd shower. It was not going to be 
all that warm, either. Hoppy invited Alex to join in the 
erecting of the tent and they soon had it laid out and the 
poles lined up. Alex had arrived early in the day and had 
spent some time with Ariette, even volunteering to pick up 
Will from school in his racy black Celica. Hoppy accepted 
the offer without too much resentment ; how protective of 
Will he was. He'd watched Ariette go off in the low black 
car and shook his head at his own inner grumblings. He 
had to learn how to share. 

Earlier in the week Hoppy and Will had gone off 
together to buy special treats for the four dogs, and Hoppy 
had enjoyed the boy’s simple company. Will had been 
enthusiastic and sniffed at various dog treats almost as if 
he wanted to try them out himself. They came back with 
enough for a small brigade of dogs, but Hoppy didn’t mind 
at all. 

In the kitchen Jodi and Ariette had been joined by 
Barbara who had insisted on doing the birthday cake. Zoe 
had been adamant that she should be included in everything, 
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but she wanted no part of the cooking. Instead, she took 
charge of Will after a shared afternoon snack and escorted 
him to his room. There she gave him a lot of serious advice 
about what should happen at parties. He listened as she 
outlined the various ones she had been to in the last twelve 
months, and who had the best food, the best events, or the 
best surprises. She also warned about the ones that were 
‘not cool’, like the girl whose father sang Elton John songs 
all through the event. «He couldn't sing very well and he 
played a pretend guitar. It was embarrassing. Poor Emily.» 

When she asked him who was coming, she was horrified. 
She had assumed that all her friends would be there and 
they would do the usual party activities at which she was 
usually the best. 

«Only Damien?» she said and shook her head? «You 
should have asked me who to invite.» 

Will said, «I asked all my friends.» 

«Oh,» she said and tilted her head on one side to study 
him. Then she said, «That’s nice.» Then she impulsively 
leaned over and gave him a little kiss on the cheek. «You 
invited me.» 

He nodded. 

She had just begun to launch into a list of all the things 
she thought Will might be receiving as presents, when his 
door opened and in flew Bridie. 

«Will» she yelled as she came, «Let’s feed the dogs!» 
Then she stopped in the middle of the room because Zoe 
was staring at her. They eyed each other for a moment, not 
unlike fighting cocks, then Bridie turned on her heel and 
shouted as she took off again. «Come on!» 

«That’s Bridie,» said Will. 

«Who is she?» asked Zoe, and she obviously did not 


approve of her intrusion. 
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«She's Hoppy’s . . .» He had to think for a minute, then 
he got it:. «Hoppy’s Granddaughter.» 

«Oh,» and Zoe nodded. Relatives were allowed, at least 
tolerated. 

Will got up. «You wanna help feed the dogs?» 

«OK,» she said half-heartedly And followed him out. 

Vivian had joined the other women in the kitchen, 
having been deputised to bring the dessert, a very fancy « 
biche » in the French style, from the only French patisserie 
in Hobart. It had made it all the way up from Hobart 
without melting, and without Bridie sabotaging it. When 
Ariette inspected it and pronounced it to be «Trés belle!», 
Vivian had sighed with relief. 

As the children passed through the kitchen, Bridie 
galloping in front, Vivian called to Will and he stopped. 
Zoe did too. 

«Hi, Will,» she said, and gave him a kiss. «Happy 
birthday for tomorrow.» She gave him a big hug and he 
could see Ariette over her shoulder smiling at him. 

Then Bridie wheeled back in and demanded that 
the dogs be fed instantly. Vivian let him go and smiled 
at Zoe, who introduced herself in her naturally socially 
accomplished manner before turning to follow Will. 

«My daughter is a bit of a handful,» admitted Vivian as 
the back door slammed. 

«So is mine,» agreed Jodi. 

As they ran across the garden to the Kelpies’ yard with 
Friend joyfully at their heels, Will stopped when he saw 
the big tent which was now upright and impressive. Bridie’s 
father, Don, was standing with Hoppy while Alex and Buzz 
were driving in the last tent pegs and tightening the ropes. 

«What do you reckon, Will?» called Hoppy when he 
saw the children. Will came over and Bridie accepted the 
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deviation and came too. Will walked into the shade of the 
broad awning and looked up. The afternon light created a 
patchwork of gumtree shadows on one wall. 

«lt’s very big,» he said. 

«We can have a circus!» yelled Bridie, spinning happily 
in the middle. 

Hoppy laughed. «It’s not quite big enough for the 
bullocks.» 

«Nah,» agreed Bridie, but she wasn’t put off. “We can 
have clowns and I can be a girl riding a horse and Will 
can do tricks with Friend and, and . . .» she hunted in her 
memory for what else went into circuses. «And this girl can 
sell icecream,» she said triumphantly pointing at Zoe. 

«No thank you,» said Zoe primly, and that sealed her 
earlier instant sense of antagonism towards her rambunctious 
rival for Will’s attention. 

«Well I reckon if we had a circus, Zoe'd be the ring 
master.» Hoppy winked at Will, who appeared to agree, 
although in fact he had no idea what a circus was. 

«The dogs!» yelled Bridie, remembering her previous 
mission, and she charged out of the tent. 

Once the dogs had been fed, the chooks put away and 
the tent secure, the Fullers went home. Zoe wanted to have 
Will to herself, but that annoying other girl was not to be 
distracted. She sat in the back of the Nissan Patrol with a 
nasty frown on her face as it drove off across the cattle grid. 

Vivian cornered Bridie who had somehow stood in 
something that smelled terrible and required an instant 
change of shoes, and Will took Friend to be by themselves. 
He sat on the front verandah watching the setting sun paint 
the big tent a delicate apricot. Alex found him there. 

«Big day tomorrow,» said the policeman as he dropped 
down to sit next to Will on the step. Will nodded. 
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«You never had a birthday before?» 

Will looked up at the man he had come to trust, and 
he said: «No.» 

«When I was a kid,» said Alex, «my Mum put on these 
huge parties for me and my brother. He’s two years older 
than me, but his birthday is real close to mine. So we always 
shared. And you know what?» He looked down at Will. «I 
didn’t like them much.» 

Will looked up into his face. «Why not?» 

«Well, I mean, I liked getting presents, don't get me 
wrong, but all the relliesd be there, my Greek aunties all 
kissing me, and my dad’s friends. There'd be a few kids, of 
course, but it never felt like it was my party. You know what 
I mean?» 

«Mmm,» Will nodded, taking Alex’s confidence very 
seriously. 

«Anyway, I don’t know why I’m telling you this. I don’t 
want to put you off yours.» Alex had suddenly wondered 
if he was doing the right thing. «I bet it’s going to be 
terrific.» 

«I wanted my mother to come,» said Will. 

«Ah.» Alex looked carefully at the serious face peering 
up at him. 

«But she has to ask permission.» He was frowning as he 
thought about it. « In a court.» 

«That's right.» Alex put his hand down and fondled the 
ears of Friend who had been leaning against Will’s knee. 
«Youd like to see her.» 

«Yeah.» 

«It'll happen.» He looked down as Friend licked his 
hand. «I’m sorry it can't be tomorrow, but you'll see her 
sooner or later.» 
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«I’m going to show her the bullocks,» said Will, and his 
voice lifted as he said it as if he could already see how that 
would work. 

«I bet she'll be impressed,» the policeman said, touched, 
as he was every time he was with Will, by the sweet innocence 
and seriousness of this child. 

«She isn’t a bad mother,» said Will suddenly, and the 
tone of it caught Alex’s attention. 

«What do you mean?» 

«Hoppy says she didn’t steal the straw.» 

«Ah.» Alex had heard about the bikies and the break-in 
at Buzz's shed. Then he added, carefully, «1 thought maybe 
you meant about her leaving you with Sam.» 

«No.» And Will obviously did not want to say anything 
about that so Alex let it go. They watched the lengthening 
shadows creep up the wall of the tent, and listened to a pair 
of galahs cavorting somewhere near the creek. 

The evening meal was a joyful, rowdy affair with lots 
of laughing and Bridie in high spirits. Alex had brought 
a Hunter River Cabernet Sauvignon which Ariette praised 
very highly. He had intended it for the birthday lunch, but 
it was too tempting. Vivian and Ariette had become good 
friends and sat together talking animatedly. Vivian loved to 
hear about life in France, and as Ariette described where she 
had grown up, the whole table listened with rapt attention. 
Even Bridie avoided interrupting. 


When it was bed time the Quinns went off to Vivian's 
old room as they always did when they stayed overnight. 
Alex had made subtle eye contact with Ariette, and she 
knew they had to talk. Even Hoppy got that and he offered 
to help Will get ready for bed and to read him a story. 
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Even though he had come to accept that Ariette and 
Alex were in some kind of relationship, he could never quite 
throw off the nasty little threads of jealousy that seeped into 
him whenever he saw them together. He applied himself to 
the animal book he was reading to Will and tried to keep 
himself in a good state. When he kissed Will goodnight 
and turned off his light he said: «When I see you in the 
morning, youll be a seven year old. How about that.» He 
bent down to kiss Will goodnight. 

«Good night, Hoppy,» whispered Will. 

As Hoppy took himself off to his room he couldn't help 
glancing down to see if the light was on under Ariette’s door. 
It was not. Nor was there a light on in the guest room. He 
shook his head in disgust. His tendency to imagine things 
going on in one or other of those darkened rooms was not 
going to allow him to sleep well. 
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It was Bridie who flung Will’s door open, before he had 
woken, yelling: «Happy Birthday!» The shock of it stunned 
him and he shrank back under the coverlet. She jumped 
onto his bed, crowing: «Get up! Get up!» before Vivian, still 
in her pyjamas appeared, to rescue him. 

«Off» she said sternly and grabbed her daughter. «You 
don’t just charge into other people’s rooms without asking 
or knocking first.» 

«But it’s his birthday!» Bridie wriggled to get out of her 
mother’s grasp. 

Keeping a firm grip on her prisoner, Vivian approached 
Will’s bed and said gently, «Happy birthday, Will. Sorry 
about the invasion.» 

«It's OK,» he managed from under the covers. 

Obviously the noise had woken the whole house, and 
soon Will had everyone coming in to say «Happy Birthday». 
Ariette slid under the covers and hugged him as the others 
stood around, Bridie strictly controlled now by Don, who 
she resisted much less than her mother. 

«How about presents at breakfast time?» suggested 
Hoppy, and Bridie yelled «Yay!» before she realised that it 
was for Will to accept. 
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He looked at the people standing around his bed and 
then up at Ariette. He leaned back against her and then 
he said, «OK.» The others trooped off and she helped him 
to get up and dressed. When she had gone shopping with 
Jodi she had bought him a very soft, pale blue lambswool 
jumper as his birthday present, and she brought it out to 
show him. «You like to wear it?» she said holding it up for 
him to see. 

He reached out and fingered the soft material. «It’s 
nice,» he said, and she slipped it over his head and round 
his plaster. 

«Is very chic,» she said, as she brushed his hair. «I wish 
you will have a nice birthday,» and she kissed him on both 
cheeks. He held onto her as she did and she wondered how 
he was feeling. Maybe for him the day was a forebidding 
prospect, looking like an endless trial of being thrust into 
an uncomfortable spotlight. 

He held her hand tightly as they headed for the kitchen, 
where Hoppy was hunting up enough chairs for everyone 
to sit. Alex was at the stove manfully working on an 
omelette, Vivian was organising cereal, and Don was making 
the tea. It was a hive of activity. As soon as Bridie saw Will, 
she yelled: «Presents!» and began jumping up and down. 
Vivian had to grab her, plonk her back in her chair, and 
inform her that she had to stay put. «But I wanna see the 
presents,» Bridie whined, and took a while to be placated 
with a peeled banana and the threat of being banished to 
the bedroom if she budged from her chair. 

Barely able to manage her constraints, Bridie watched 
as everyone found a chair, the ingredients of breakfast were 
shared out and everyone tucked in. The presents had been 
brought in and were stacked on the counter by the kitchen 
window. She kept eyeing them as if she thought maybe 
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they'd fly off when she wasn’t looking. Much of her breakfast 
ended up on her large tea-towel of a serviette. Will, however, 
took no notice and diligently ate his breakfast with his usual 
quiet concentration. 

When everyone had arrived at the point of finishing their 
tea, and Bridie was just about to explode with impatience, 
Hoppy announced it was time for Will to open his presents. 
As they cleared away the breakfast plates, Ariette had to 
admit that she had given Will his already. «I am sorry,» she 
said to the kitchen in general. 

«That's cheating!» yelled Bridie, and had to be smartly 
shushed by her mother. 

«I didn’t know,» said Ariette with a cheeky smile, and 
she bent to kiss Bridie’s cheek to make up for it. 

«Other one,» demanded Bridie who had come to love 
Ariette’s European greetings. While this was done, Hoppy 
made room in the middle of the table for the beautifully 
wrapped gifts of all shapes and sizes. 

«Hey,» yelled Bridie suddenly, «we didn't sing!» 
She grabbed her mother’s arm. «We gotta sing “Happy 
Birthday’». 

So they did. Will thought he was supposed to sing 
too, but when they got to «Happy Birthday, dear Will», 
he stopped and realised his mistake. Hoppy led the «Hip 
Hip Hoorays» and Will looked around the table at so many 
shining warm friendly faces. It was obvious that he was 
struggling to work out what was expected of him. Ariette 
and Hoppy both saw it most clearly and both went to hug 
him. There was a moment of bumping into each other and 
everyone laughed. He felt the comfort of their arms round 
him and a tentative smile played across his face. 

The moment was broken as Bridie insisted he choose 
her present first. Vivian tried to shush her but she was 
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adamant. Don leaned over to Will. «That alright with you, 
Will?» he asked, and Will nodded. It didn’t seem that he 
was in any hurry to open his presents. 

The Quinn family present was in a large box enrobed 
in shiny blue metallic paper. «Open it! Open it!» yelled 
Bridie, as Don kept a firm hand on her, to keep her in her 
chair. Her tendency to open other people’s presents was well 
known. 

Will worked at the ribbon and the sticky tape with a 
little help from Ariette. Once the box was clear of the paper, 
he pulled back the top flap. Bridie couldn't restrain herself 
any more. «There’s lots of things. I helped to choose!» 

And sure enough there were several different packages 
inside the box. The first package was another jumper, this 
one was pure beige wool with a Hereford bull appliquéd in 
the centre. He held it up for everyone to admire, and then 
had to try it on to keep Bridie happy. Ariette accepted the 
duty of holding the jumper she had already given him. Once 
Bridie had announced that she thought it looked good, she 
began begging Will to open the rest of the packages in the 
box. There was a large picture book of wild animals, and 
he immediately began to turn the pages, dropping easily 
into the images. But she was at him again, «More, there’s 
more!» she shouted. He pulled himself back from the book 
and looked around the table. Then he carefully closed it 
and turned back to the box. Now he unveiled a big paint 
box with small jars of acrylic. He began to look at each one 
with interest, but again Bridie was insistent. He looked up 
at Ariette to make sure he was doing the right thing, and she 
smiled at him. «The best one’s coming!» yelled Bridie, and 
he pulled the final package from the box and unwrapped it. 
It was indeed the best one, a beautifully soft toy Tasmanian 
Devil. As he peeled back the red tissue paper, he broke into 
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a broad smile and he held it to himself with real affection. 
Bridie screamed: «Told ya! Told ya!» and the entire table 
seemed to sigh with satisfaction, although Alex had to hide 
his disappointment. He had bought exactly the same thing. 

Hoppy called out to Bridie: «You did a bloody good job 
of choosing, mate!» And she chortled in delight. «Bloody 
good. Bloody good,» until Vivian shushed her. Hoppy 
grinned at his daughter. «Beautiful presents, Vivi. Thank 
you.» 

Will looked up at Hoppy, and he caught his cue. «Thank 
you for my presents,» he said, his small voice seeming to be 
swallowed up by the faces round the table. 

«Choose another one,» yelled Bridie, who only worked 
on one volume, forté. 

It was Alex’s and so now there were two Devils. Will 
hugged the new one as strongly as the first. Alex smiled 
wryly at Vivian, «Seems we must have shopped at the same 
place.» 

Ariette, however, was aware of how close Will held 
them both. «Is beautiful to have two, n’est-ce pas?» and 
Will nodded. Alex had included a card with a photo of the 
Tasmanian Devil on it. Will studied the photo, the small 
bright eyes shining out of the jet black face and the sharp 
teeth, then he opened the card. He held it up to Alex so he 
could read it. «Dear Will,» read Alex, «I wish you a very 
happy birthday. I hope this next year will bring you lots 
of good things to make you happy. Your friend, Alex.» He 
was a little embarrassed to read it, but he glanced up and 
saw Ariette smiling in admiration and it was all worth it. 
Will propped the card in front of him as Alex handed it 
back. For him, each gift was important and required his 
attention. That there were so many was beginning to make 
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him feel edgy and nervous. Nonetheless, he was aware that 
there were certain behaviours expected of him. 

«Thank you, Alex,» he said. Alex clapped him on the 
shoulder and told him he was welcome. 

There was one last box and Will earnestly pulled it 
towards himself. It was from Hoppy. It was a work of Hoppy’s 
own. He had taken photos of Will and the bullocks, Will 
and Ariette, Will at the Campbelltown Show, and he had 
assembled them into an album with typed captions for each 
one. The front cover, dark red leather, had been embossed 
in gold. Hoppy had sent away to have it done: «Will Judd, 
the best bullocky in Tassie.» 

Will held his two Devils to him while he opened the 
first page. There he was with the bullocks, and his huge 
smile came across the table to Hoppy and melted the older 
man on the spot. 

«Is the most beautiful book in the world!» said Ariette, 
and she rushed around to him and landed a fulsome kiss 
on Hoppy’s lips. He began to wonder if he wasn’t headed 
for another heart attack. Everyone readjusted themselves so 
they could watch Will turn the pages, Bridie being strongly 
held by her father so that she could not wriggle free, but 
even she seemed to become still as the room focused in 
on the images one after the other. There were beautifully 
focused portraits of Ariette, powerful images of the bullocks 
in the traces, and lyrical landscapes with the bullocks out in 
the field. As he looked at each one, Will traced his fingers 
over them, sometimes murmuring the name of one or other 
of the bullocks. There was a stillness to the room, as if they 
were meditating as a group on the photos. 

The spell of it was broken by the sound of a car coming 
in over the cattle grid. Hoppy looked up and said: «Arnold’s 
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here!» Will looked up from the album and met Hoppy’s 
eyes. «Thank you, Hoppy,» he said. 

As the others headed for the door to greet the Salvation 
Army Major, Will carefully closed the book and climbed 
down from his chair clutching his two Devils. Ariette waited 
for him by the door. 

Will walked out with his two Devils in his arms and 
it was a moment before the old man caught sight of him, 
saying hello to everyone else. When he saw what Will was 
holding, he started laughing. Then he dived into the back 
seat of his Hyundai and came out with his wrapped present. 
Will entrusted his two Devils to Ariette so he could open 
Arnold’s present. Arnold had gone one step further than 
Vivian and Alex. All snuggled on a sheepskin blanket in the 
box was a family of Devils, two large ones and four small 
ones. Will stared down into the box in disbelief. Then he 
carefully extracted them and held them all together. It was a 
handful. Then he thrust them all at Ariette so he could hug 
the old man. With his head buried against the man’s legs he 
said with his voice muffled, «Thank you Arnold.» 

The old man rested his hands on the boy’s head. 

«God bless you, Will,» he said. 
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True to his word, Hoppy had bought special lucerne 
hay for the bullocks, and Will had not forgotten. He had 
thought about it during the challenge of opening his presents 
in the kitchen over breakfast. Even as he walked back to 
the house with his arms full of the sheepskin and all the 
soft animals, with Friend trotting faithfully just behind his 
heels, he thought about the bullocks. Perhaps it was his way 
of finding an environment where he was more comfortable, 
where he could be with the great hearts of the animals, and 
away from the pressures of humans with whom he was so 
much less sure of himself. 

«Can we feed the bullocks now?» he said to Hoppy. 

Hoppy smiled happily down at the child walking beside 
him, clutching his menagerie of Devils. «It’s your day, mate. 
You get to choose.» When Will’s face lit up, Hoppy added 
gently: «Youd better find a safe spot for your new family.» 

«Pll put them in my room,» said Will, and he headed 
straight there. 

«Where's he going?» yelled Bridie, still firmly held by 
her father. 

«It's time to feed the bullocks,» announced Hoppy, 
«Will's just putting his Devils to bed.» 
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«Yay!» screamed Bridie. «Let’s feed the bullocks. Can we 
bring Spike?» 

«Yeah, sure thing,» said Hoppy, «All the dogs can 
come.» 

Don let Bridie loose and she charged off in the direction 
of the Kelpie’s enclosure. «Come on,» she yelled, moving 
much faster than anyone else. Hoppy followed her and 
the three Kelpies were soon cavorting all over the lawn 
enthusuastically nipping at Bridie as she ran and yelled. 
Then she fell over one of the ropes mooring the marquee. 

«Oof,» she yelled as she hit the grass, but was back on 
her feet in an instant. «Let’s go,» she yelled over her shoulder, 
and took off after the dogs with her father in hot pursuit. 

The others organised themselves more slowly, deciding 
to walk down rather than taking any of the cars. Will 
went inside with Ariette and together they arranged all the 
presents on his bed. Once they reappeared, the group all 
set off. 

Arnold walked beside Will. «Are you having a good 
birthday?» he asked. 

Will nodded. He looked up shyly at the older man and 
they walked on together in easeful silence. 

Hoppy walked with Vivian. «You know,» he said, 
«Seeing Will, with all his presents, not knowing what to do 
and all that. I mean, he never got presents before. He never 
even had anyone give him any bloody thing. Jeez it just 
about makes you weep.» 

«I know, Dad,» she said putting her arm through his as 
they walked. 

«He’s so, I dunno, so fragile in a way. I just want to 
make sure he doesn’t get hurt.» 

«Will’s going to be fine. What you've done for him and 
what Ariette’s done for him is incredible.» She squeezed his 
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arm. «And you’ an old softie underneath all that rough 
and tough bullocky bravado.» 

«Yeah, I know,» he muttered, but he was not 
unpleased. 

Ariette hooked her arm into Alex’s as they walked 
behind everyone else. «Is a nice birthday, no?» 

«Yeah,» he said, «Will’s a great kid.» 

«You see ’ow ’e is with all the daemons, the animals. ’E 
love them so much.» 

«You remember the first day I met him?» He smiled 
at her. 

«Oh yes,» she nodded. 

«And you were so ferocious. Scary even.» 

«Is natural,» she said with her head in the air in mock 
defiance. «I am French.» 

«You sure are,» he said, and he gave her a hug, then 
seeing everyone was in front of them, he bent to kiss her. 
«And I love you for it.» 

Her eyes locked onto his as he pulled back. She was 
unreadable though, and he couldn’ tell how she felt. 

At the bullock shed Hoppy pulled the wide sliding door 
back to a chorus of bovine greetings. He looked down at 
Will. «I reckon they might be singing happy birthday,» he 
said, and Will smiled up at him. 

As they distributed the lucerne hay and the bullocks 
happily indulged, Will went into each of their stalls and 
ran his hands along their flanks, feeling the rippling power 
in them. As he touched them, they turned their heads 
back towards him and he rubbed their muzzles. He was so 
small beside them but so much a part of them. The others 
watched him, his deep affection for these creatures and their 
obvious affinity with him. It was deeply moving for them 
all, except Bridie who had escaped her father’s clutches and 
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had run off round the back of the bullock shed with Spike, 
the male Kelpie. 

When the bullocks had been fed and turned out to 
graze in the paddock, and Bridie had reappeared with her 
jeans torn in a barbwire fence, they began to make their 
way back up the track to the house to prepare the lunch. 
The dogs scampered here and there, although Friend always 
stayed close to Will. Just as they reached the cattle grid the 
Fuller’s Nissan Patrol came up the drive. 

Zoe jumped out and ran to Will carrying her present. 
«Happy birthday,» she said, and kissed him on the cheek. 
He stood stunned and unsure what to do, but she thrust 
the present at him and said, «Open it.» Luckily, her mother 
arrived at that moment and gently suggested that perhaps 
they could wait till they reached the house. 

«OK,» said Zoe brightly and gently pushed Will in the 
right direction. 

Hoppy had to smile. «That girl certainly knows what 
she wants.» 

Buzz parked the Nissan and joined them all as they 
trooped into the rapidly filling kitchen. The kettle was 
whistling invitingly on the stove, and Vivian busied herself 
making tea. Somehow more chairs were found, a new tin 
of Anzacs appeared, and an array of cups and mugs were 
set out, then all eyes turned to Will as he began to unwrap 
his present. He felt their eyes on him and as always the 
temptation to shrink back inside himself was there, but he 
knew he could not. 

There were several layers to the package, the innermost 
one being soft tissue paper. Inside were socks, a scarf and 
beanie. «It’s Alpaca,» said Zoe, «Like what Vanilla has.» 

Will nodded and held the incredibly soft creamy 


coloured material up to his face. «It’s nice,» he said. Ariette 
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leaned forward and fitted the beanie on his head and he put 
his hand up to feel it. He looked up at Jodi and Buzz and 
knew what was required. «Thank you for my presents,» he 
said, squirming in the spotlight of so many eyes on him. 
Vivian poured the tea and Will was grateful as the focus 
diffused. He sipped his milky version and shrank back just 
a little within himself. 

Zoe had the same kind of tea, and like Will she drank 
hers two-handed. While adult conversations erupted 
around the table, she bent towards him. «What presents 
did you get?» 

He looked up at her shyly. «Lots,» he managed. 

«Can I see them?» 

He nodded and they slipped from their chairs unnoticed. 
Even Bridie missed their exit as she was intent on dunking 
her Anzac until it sogged back into her tea so she could eat 
it with a tea-spoon. 

Will pushed open his door and Zoe followed him 
in. She climbed onto his bed and carefully surveyed the 
presents: the two jumpers, all the Devils, the paint box 
and the album. «You got nice presents,» she approved. She 
carefully arranged the family of Devils and announced, 
«They have to have names.» 

He nodded, and for once she did not offer her own 
opinion. He was looking down at them as if they already 
had their names and he was finding out what they were. 
Then he told her. «This is Bagheera, this is Jo Jo.» 

She picked up each one and repeated the name. Then 
she looked at the other big ones. «What about these ones?» 

«This is Hoppy and this is Ariette.» He said it very 
softly, like it was a secret. 

She got it and her next question was whispered: «And 
what about the babies?» 
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He shook his head. «They don’t have names yet. They're 
too little.» 

«Oh.» 

Then the door flew open as Bridie had realised where 
they'd gone. «Hey!» she yelled, «Wanna go to the creek?» 

Vivian appeared behind her and put her arms round 
her daughter. «It’s going to be lunchtime soon and we are 
all going to help to get it ready.» 

«Noooo!!» yelled Bridie. 

Then Hoppy came up behind them both. «Hey Bridie, 
did you know Will wants to invite all the dogs to his 
birthday lunch?» 

«Really?» She was amazed. 

«Really.» Hoppy grinned at her, «How about you come 
and help me get their lunch ready?» 

«Yay!» she yelled and she was gone, with her mother 
after her. 

Hoppy smiled at the two watchful children on the bed, 
sitting very still amongst the collection of stuffed Devils. 
«Quite a family, eh?» 

Zoe looked at Hoppy thoughtfully. «Do you have 
children?» 

He was a bit surprised at her question but he answered: 
«Yes I do. Vivian is my daughter. Bridie’s Mum.» 

«Are you married?» she persisted. 

«I was.» Hoppy was amused to be cross-examined by 
such a small interrogator, wondering what was behind it. 
«My wife died quite a few years ago.» 

«Are you going to marry her?» She looked at him with 
narrowed eyes and he felt under scrutiny. 

«Who?» 

«What’s her name?» she turned to Will, totally certain 
that he knew what she was talking about. 
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«Ariette,» he said without missing a beat. 

«Her,» nodded Zoe, «Are you?» 

«Jeez.» And to his amazement he found himself crimson 
with embarrassment. 

«Um, not that I’m aware of.» 

«We think you should,» she said with such certainty, 
obviously including Will in her «we.» 

«Oh yeah?» Hoppy had no idea how to deal with this. 

«Then Will can have a Mum and a Dad,» she said with 
utter conviction. 

«Ah,» Hoppy breathed something of a sigh of relief. 
This made sense to him. 

«Well,» he said, feeling a little more at ease. «Let’s see 
what happens.» 

She nodded, «OK» she said, as if she was accepting his 
response but expecting more to come from it. 

«Anyway, mate,» said Hoppy looking at Will, who 
had watched the interaction with fascination. «We better 
make sure Bridie doesn’t wreck the dog’s lunch before we 
get there.» 

Will scrambled off the bed, Zoe followed, and they 
went out to the yard. When they got there, luckily Don 
had intervened and Bridie hadn't been able to open the gate 
to the Kelpies’ enclosure. 

As Hoppy was organising the dog bowls and some 
special treats he had bought, the Vet’s big Range Rover 
came into the yard. Hoppy told Will to go over and say 
gday, so he left the Kelpie’s enclosure and Friend trotted 
behind him. 

Barbara carried the birthday cake in a massive box, and 
Terry followed carrying their present. It was pretty obvious 
what it was, as the small animal in the cage was sniffing 
about through the wire as he carried it. 
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«Happy Birthday,» called Barbara as soon as she saw 
Will. «See what Terry’s got for you?» 

Terry put down the cage and Friend nosed up to it 
and the creature shrank back. Will knelt, put his hand on 
Friend, and the small dog sat and was still. Will looked into 
the cage. The small eyes peered out at him and he went to 
it, calming it and telling it that everything was alright and it 
was safe. It came to the wire and looked at Will. 

Terry watched this, and then knelt down next to Will 
in the dirt of the turning circle. «You know what this is?» 
When Will shook his head, Terry opened the cage and 
reached in. «She’s a pademelon. You ever heard of them?» 
Again Will shook his head and then took the small creature 
from the Vet. He held it close to him so he could study it 
carefully. A bit like a small wallaby, with thicker forearms 
and a shorter stumpy tail, she accepted his presence calmly. 
He ran his hand through the thick fur and came to the scar 
on her back. He looked up at the Vet. 

«Someone took a shot at her,» he said, «maybe they 
thought she was a rabbit.» He too ran his hand over the 
scar tissue. «She was pretty far gone when one of the park 
rangers up at Ben Lomond brought her in. She's doing 
pretty good now.» 

«Is she for me?» asked Will looking up at the Vet. 

«Well, yes and no.» The Vet closed the empty cage and 
stood up to put it back in his Range Rover. «Knowing how 
good you are, I thought you could get her ready to go back 
into the bush. What do you reckon?» 

Will nodded. «OK.» Then he said, as he was becoming 
more accustomed to doing, «Thank you for my present.» 

«Well,» grinned the Vet, «it’s a bit of a cheat really, only 
a temporary present. You can keep it for the present.» His 
little joke sailed over Will’s head. 
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They began to walk to the house and Hoppy came to 
join them. Will showed,him the shy little creature in his 
arms. «Look, Hoppy. It’s a . . .» He glanced up at Terry 
having forgotten the name. 

Hoppy chipped in, «Looks like a pademelon to me.» 

«Yeah,» Will smiled up at Hoppy, pleased that he knew 
what it was. 

«A young one?» asked Hoppy. 

Terry nodded. «Female, about 12 months I'd say.» 

«But she’s going back to the bush, when she’s ready,» 
said Will. 

Barbara had gone into the house and Hoppy suggested 
that they keep the new creature in one of the small 
chookyards that he used to keep ducks in. He didn’t have 
ducks any more so it was quite overgrown with grass, perfect 
for a small furry creature to hide in, and there was a little 
shed at the back with the door open. 

Will carried her in his arms, and when they reached the 
yard he put her down and stroked her. The two men stood 
back. She sniffed around and took a few tentative hops into 
the yard and nibbled at the grass. Then she came back to 
Will and sniffed at his hands. He looked up at the two men. 
«She likes it,» he said. 
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As lunch time neared and the ingredients were being 
arranged on tables under the marquee, the other guests 
arrived. Miss Viorney arrived in an old white Volvo station 
wagon driven by a wiry tanned woman of indeterminate 
age. Hoppy took Will out to greet them, and Miss Viorney 
introduced her partner as Elaine. 

«And you better call me Leigh,» she said to Hoppy, 
«You can't go on calling me Miss Viorney.» 

«Ah, righto,» said Hoppy, shaking hands with them 
both. 

«And this is Will,» said Leigh, drawing her partner close 
to her. Will dutifully shook hands with Elaine. «Elaine is a 
farmer,» added Leigh, «She grows organic veggies. You know 
what they are?» When Will shook his head, she explained. 
«Elaine grows all sort of veggies, but they have no poisons 
in them, no fertiliser or insect sprays or anything that is not 
natural.» Will nodded and she said, as she went to the back 
of the Volvo, «We brought you some,» and she emerged with 
a wooden box with carrots, parsnips, and a cauliflower. 

«That’s very generous of you,» said Hoppy, with his 
hand on Will's shoulder. Will took this as his cue and 
dutifully added, «Thank you for my present.» 
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Leigh laughed and dived back into the Volvo. «That's not 
your birthday present,» she said, re-emerging with a wrapped 
gift. «This is your birthday present, from both of us.» 

Elaine had not spoken a word. Now she smiled at Will, 
and said something that was close to Happy Birthday but 
not exactly. Will looked puzzled and Leigh said, «Elaine 
can't hear you and she has trouble talking because she can’t 
hear. I am sure you will get used to it.» 

He looked at her for along moment, and then something 
passed between them. She dropped down onto her knees in 
the dust and he walked into her arms and they hugged each 
other. Hoppy looked over the two of them at Leigh, rather 
surprised. 

Leigh said: «I knew they would like each other.» 

Hoppy shook his head. «You know,» he said, «This kid 
never ceases to amaze me.» 

«Me too,» she agreed. 

Then Will stood back and took Elaine's hand and 
began to walk her towards the house. The other two 
followed, Leigh carrying the unopened present. As they did 
Friend appeared, having been distracted by the preparation 
of special dog bowls. He came bounding up to Will and 
greeted him on his hind legs. Will fondled the dog’s ears 
and turned to Elaine who, taking his cue, reached down 
and stroked the Terrier’s head. He wagged his stump of a 
tail and Will smiled at Elaine. They understood each other 
very well. 

Then Bridie came flying round the corner of the house. 
«Hoppy!» she yelled. «The dogs want their lunch.» 

«Whoa girl!» laughed Hoppy and folded her into his 
arms. «Not so fast.» 

«But they're hungry,» she moaned, and then added: «So 


am I.» 
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«We have to welcome our guests first,» he said. 

«How come?» She didn’t like the idea at all. 

«Because they are Will’s guests and it’s his party.» 

« That’s not fair!» she wailed, but her heart wasn’t in it. 
She eyed the two newcomers, then she said to Leigh. «I seen 
you before.» 

«Yes. You have, » agreed Will’s teacher, «I think we met 
at the Campbelltown Show. I am Will’s teacher. My name 
is Leigh.» 

«Oh,» said Bridie. Then she nodded her approval. 
«That's good.» 

«And this is her friend Elaine,» added Hoppy. Bridie 
looked at the woman fondling Friend. Elaine smiled up 
at her. 

«Hi,» said Bridie, then she pulled at Hoppy’s constraining 
hold. «Can we have lunch now?» 

Before he had a chance to respond, another car came in 
over the cattle grid. It was Diane Parry bringing Damien. 

«More guests,» grinned Hoppy, and Bridie moaned in 
frustration. 

Diane parked the car next to the Volvo and brought 
Damien over. He was carrying their present. «I hope we're 
not late,» she gushed. Then, not waiting for an answer, she 
went over to Will and kissed him on the cheek, saying: 
«Happy Birthday, Mister seven years old.» This effectively 
parted Will from both Elaine and Friend, and he tried to 
avoid the contact. She gave him a hug anyway, then she let 
him go, and turned to Miss Viorney. «Nice to see you. Did 
Will invite you to his party?» 

Leigh smiled at her but Hoppy noted the slightly annoyed 
hints in her face. «Yes, he did,» she said. Then she turned 
away to greet Damien who stood awkwardly by himself 
clutching the present. «Hello Damien. How are you?» 
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«Good thank you, Miss Viorney,» replied Damien in 
the same robotic voice that the class used when it spoke in 
unison. 

«Are all the other kids here?» asked Diane, turning to 
Hoppy. 

«All the ones invited,» he said, and knew what she was 
getting at. He was going to enjoy her reaction when she 
found out. 

«Give Will your present,» commanded Damien's 
mother. He shuffled forward and thrust it out at Will. 

«Happy birthday,» he said in a small voice. «It’s Lego.» 

«Oh, Damien!» scolded his mother, «You don’t say that. 
You have to let it be a surprise.» 

Damien hung his head and the other adults around him 
cringed on his behalf. Hoppy said:»Wanna open it, Will?» 
to divert attention. 

Will held the package and looked at Mrs Parry. «Thank 
you for my present.» 

«You are very welcome. What a polite boy you are,» she 
said, looking pointedly at her own offspring. 

Will worked at the wrapping which he passed to the 
nearest hand as it came off, Elaine’s. Sure enough there was 
the large Lego logo. It was a kit to make what looked, from 
the outside illustrations, to be a spacecraft. 

«I've got that one,» said Damien with his first hint 
of enthusiasm. «It’s really good. We could have spacewars 
when you've finished.» 

«Now can we have lunch?» interrrupted Bridie. She had 
been waiting and waiting for the right moment and could 
hold back no longer. 

«I reckon we better,» Hoppy said mockingly, «Or you'll 
pass out.» 
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«Nah!» she said and broke free from her grandfather’s 
arms, and ran off round the house. 

«Come on round,» said Hoppy, and the group followed 
Bridie’s trail. Diane Parry seemed to accept this as her 
invitation to join, and she followed along. Hoppy noticed 
but let it pass. 

Everyone else had been employed in the bringing 
out of the food, finding chairs, pouring the drinks,and 
arranging the plates and the glasses. A series of trestle tables 
were covered in different tablecloths dating back to Sheila 
Hopkins’ reign. Vivian was describing how far back some 
of them went. Alex had appointed himself chief barman 
and was arranging his wares on a separate table, where both 
Terry Fleming and Buzz Fuller had put in early orders. 
There was another table with the dogs’ bowls on them and 
the different treats that Will had chosen. Don stayed close 
to it, to make sure neither the dogs nor Bridie got to them 
before the appointed hour. Zoe had taken to decorating the 
different plates on the trestles with daisies from the garden, 
and folding the paper serviettes into bird shapes. She was 
deeply concentrating on her task when the last group came 
round the house. 

Bridie heralded the rest, galloping ahead, yelling: 
«Lunchtime! Hoppy says it’s lunchtime.» 

There were greetings and introductions for quite some 
minutes, while Hoppy became aware of Diane Parry's 
appraisal of the guests. No little boys. It was also apparent 
that if Jodi and Buzz Fuller were there, then she would stay, 
invited or not. 

Ariette relieved Will of the Lego box and said to him 
quietly: «Ca va?» to which he nodded. 
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Hoppy came over and gave Will the still-wrapped 
present from Miss Viorney and Elaine. «You want to open 
this one?» he asked. 

Will nodded and Hoppy drew the women close so they 
could watch. Everybody else gathered around to see what 
it was, except Bridie who took an unsupervised moment to 
grab a handful of potato chips and drop under the trestle 
to eat them. 

The silver paper was metallic and shone in the sun. 
Around it was a blue ribbon. Leigh leaned in to help Will 
undo the bow. Inside was a large box wrapped in white 
tissue paper. When Will pulled it back he saw the Tasmanian 
Devil on the cover. «He tried to read the title, but the first 
word was too difficult. Leigh whispered: «Marsupials of 
Tasmania,» and he looked up at her with a broad smile. 

«Devils are marsupials.» He looked over at Terry, «Aren't 
they?» 

«They sure are,» responded the Vet. «That’s a great 
book. We've got one. I know the two blokes who wrote it.» 

Will looked up at his teacher and across at her 
companion. «Thank you for my present.» They both smiled 
at him and Leigh bent to kiss his cheek. «We knew you 
would love this book,» she said. 

He began to turn the pages, running his fingers over the 
pictures and feeling the silky texture of the paper. 

«Well,» said Hoppy, «now Will’s opened all his terrific 
presents, how about we get started?» 

«Yay!» yelled Bridie, scuttling out from under the 
trestle. 

«Dogs first, eh?»Hoppy suggested, and Will happily 
nodded. Although Bridie was keen to eat, she also loved 
feeding the ‘doggies’ and she jumped in to help Will as 
he filled the bowls, carefully selecting from the different 
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packets. Leaving them on the table he turned and looked 
around. Then in unison the four different dogs who had 
been nosing here and there in the garden all came to him. 
He had not made a sound. They sat in front of him, tails all 
going in excitement. Then he laid out the four bowls before 
each dog and not one of them budged. Then he knelt down 
in front of the four of them. There was a hush and not even 
Bridie made a sound. It was as if Will was having some kind 
of silent conversation and the others were eaves-droppers 
until at some unseen signal the four came forward and 
buried their muzzles into dog treats. 

Will stood up, and everyone seemed to snap out of 
their mesmerised concentration. «Drinks anyone?» called 
Alex, and Diane Parry was the first in line. 

Once everyone had something to drink, Hoppy yelled 
over the developing conversations. «Hey, everyone!» when 
he had their attention, he went on. «So I want to thank 
yous all for coming today. It’s a great day. And I want to 
propose a toast. Lift up your glasses, ladies and gentlemen, 
boys and girls, to Will. Seven years old today. To Will!» And 
everyone joined in. 

As they sipped their drinks the sound of a large 
motorbike was heard, thumping up the drive. 
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Instantly Hoppy shot a look at Ariette and she knew 
what it meant. «I'll go see who it is,» he said, with careful 
nonchalance, putting down his glass. «You guys get started,» 
gesturing at the chairs around the trestles. Then he turned 
and, as an afterthought, he called to Spike, the male kelpie, 
to follow him. The dog looked up from his bowl of treats, 
which he had scarfed in seconds, gave it one last lick to make 
sure he hadn't missed anything, and trotted after Hoppy. 

Rounding the house Hoppy saw the big black bike pull 
up, the dust trail wafting away in the light breeze. As Hoppy 
strode towards it, he was desperately hoping he was wrong. 

The rider was a big man with full black leathers. He sat 
astride the big machine and pulled his helmet off, shaking 
his head to free his long black pony tail. If it wasn’t the same 
rider from the school yard, then he was at least wearing 
the same look. The pillion passenger behind stayed on the 
bike in a full helmet so Hoppy couldn't see who it was. 
As Hoppy approached the bike, the rider turned off the 
engine and it shuddered once or twice before it died, then 
he backed it onto its prop. 

«You Hopkins?» said the man, now unzipping his black 
leathers. 

«That’s my name. What can I do for you?» 
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«It’s the kid’s birthday. ain’t it» This was said as a flat 
statement, not a question. 

Hoppy’s eyes narrowed as his worst fears flooded into 
his mind and his heart thumped in his chest. «You're not 
welcome here,» he said as firmly as he could manage. 

«She’s his Mum. She has a right.» 

And there she was on the back, as Hoppy knew she 
would be. The man had tilted himself sideways to get off 
the bike and the much smaller person behind him was 
revealed. She struggled with her helmet and she was as much 
as Hoppy would have expected. She had mousy, badly cut 
hair that hung in strands around her pale face, and she had 
some nasty sores around her mouth. She was very short and 
had to hop to get off the bike and the big man helped her. 

Hoppy called Spike to him. 

«Look,» said the man, «she just wants to see him. She 
ain't gonna hurt him.» 

«She has no right,» said Hoppy belligerently. «She lost 
that when she abandoned him.» 

«I didn’t abandon him.» Her voice matched her hair, 
thin and rough. «I just kinda lost sight of him for a bit, then 
he was gone and I couldn't find him.» 

Hoppy shook his head. «Nah,» he said, staring at her, 
trying to see if there was anything of Will in her. «If you 
want to see him, you've got to go to Court.» 

«That’s just bullshit,» she said. «He’s my kid. I got a 
right to see him on his birthday.» 

«That’s not going to happen,» said Hoppy, dropping his 
hand onto the Kelpie’s neck. 

«I’m not scared of no sheepdog,» said the man, and he 
took a couple of steps towards Hoppy. «Get out of my way 
old man or I'll slug ya.» 
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Hoppy’s reaction was to whistle sharply and long. This 
was a signal all his dogs knew. As the man advanced on 
Hoppy, Spike began to growl and within seconds the other 
two Kelpies had appeared. Almost as fast was Alex. As he 
appeared at the corner of the house, the man pulled out a 
knife. 

«I don’t wanna hurt you, but I will if you don’t back off 
and let her see the kid.» 

«Put it away,» yelled Alex as he saw it. He was using his 
policeman’s voice. 

The man stared at him and his eyes narrowed, recognising 
that he was much more of a threat than Hoppy. 

They were eyeing each other warily when the girl 
suddenly said: «There he is,» and the three men turned. 

Friend had taken off when the other dogs had and Will 
went after him. Now they stood at the edge of the carpark 
while the three Kelpies growled in a small pack in front of 
Hoppy. 

There was a frozen moment when Will stared at the 
scene and everyone looked at him. He knew who she was. 

«I'm your mother,» she wailed, plaintively now, trying to 
get him to come to her. He stood very still, saying nothing. 
Then everyone else was coming around the house to find 
out what the noise was. A pack of Will’s guests stood behind 
him and Ariette came and put her arms around him. He 
felt her warmth and put his hands up to touch her but he 
did not take his eyes off the other woman. The man still 
held the knife out in front of him, while the three dogs and 
now Friend growled, threatening to attack his ankles. The 
Kelpies would not attack without Hoppy’s command, but 
Friend had no such discipline. It was Terry Fleming who 
scooped up the growling terrier and held him firmly. Alex 
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stood beside Hoppy confronting the man and they were 
held in this suspended animation. 

Then very gently Will leaned out of Ariette’s protective 
arms and she let him go. He walked slowly and purposefully 
towards the woman. Everyone watched but no-one else 
moved. He came to within a few paces of her and then 
studied her face. 

«I’m your mother,» she said again, thinking maybe he 
didn't believe her. He continued to look deep into her face 
and she became agitated. «Say something why doncha.» 

And then Arnold spoke. His quiet voice seemed to reach 
out into the space and part it. He spoke quietly but firmly. 

«Will knows who you are,» he said, and stepped forward. 
Will did not take his eyes from his mother’s face as he heard 
this. The Salvation Army Major looked at the man with the 
knife. «Please put that away. It will do you no good.» 

The calm assurance of Arnold’s voice made an impression 
and the rider partially lowered the knife. 

Arnold said, «Hoppy, call the dogs back.» And Hoppy 
did, calling them to him and stepping away. 

»Now listen,» said Arnold, «we can work this out so 
nobody gets hurt.» The man took a step back so he was 
closer to Jo Jo, the knife now hanging by his side. Arnold 
moved closer to Will while Alex held his ground. There was 
now a little more space between them. 

«Will?» said Arnold. Hearing his voice, Will looked 
away from his mother’s face and up at the old man he 
trusted. Arnold said quietly: «Do you want to say anything 
to Jo Jo?» 

«How do you know my name?» she barked, showing 
signs of fear. 

« I found his Birth Certificate,» said Arnold calmly, 
«that’s how we know today is his birthday.» 
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«Sam’s dead,» said Will. It came out of him strongly and 
clearly, laced with the tones of buried anger. 

She slumped as he spoke, his tone cutting into her. «I 
didn’t know.» And then she began to cry. «Ah, shit. It’s a 
mess.» She moaned and she sank to the dust by the bike. 

Arnold put his hand on the boy’s shoulder and they 
moved closer to her, the man with the knife hovering over 
her, now not sure what to do. As they came within a few 
steps she looked up at her son. 

«Do you hate me?» The rims of her eyes were red and 
raw, her pupils so dilated her eyes looked like black holes. 

Feeling Arnold’s reassuring hand on his shoulder, Will 
looked down at her and shook his head. «I was going to 
show you the bullocks,» he said. There was no rancour in 
this, just a fact. 

She put out her hand towards him, a pathetic, thin, 
fingernail-ravaged hand that shook. «Will,» she said bleakly, 
but he moved no closer. His eyes were on her, reading her, 
trying to find how this bedraggled person could be the 
mother he had kept trying to remember, trying to picture 
in his mind. She didn’t fit. 

«Hoppy,» said Arnold, turning back towards the stunned 
group that stood behind them. Hoppy moved forward to 
stand with Arnold and Will. Arnold said:»Legally, you have 
no right to see Will. But I think you know that. You know 
that coming here today is illegal and will probably make it 
much worse for you to be able to see him in the future.» 

«Yeah, I know. I just wanted... I just... . » then she 
began to howl. The man with the knife crouched down and 
put his arm around her. Alex edged forward and the man 
saw him move and put the knife back up. 

«Alex! No!» It was the voice of Ariette, loud and 
stentorian. A command. He froze, then took a step back. 
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«What I suggest is this,» Arnold’s calm voice drew 
them all back to him. «You come around to the front of the 
house. Without the knife. You spend a few moments with 
Will. We are about to have lunch. Will you come and have 
something? Wish him happy birthday and then go quietly 
away.» 

The abject figure in the dust looked up at the calm, 
assured man in front of her and the small boy, equally still 
and calm in his shadow. She sniffed and wiped a hand 
under her nose. Then she scrambled to right herself and 
stand up. She unzipped her black leather jacket. She was 
perilously thin, her collar bones almost outside her body. 
She looked at her companion. He was edgy and the knife 
had not disappeared. 

«Dirk?» she said. «Better put it away. I wanna see him.» 

The big man ran his hands over his face, as if he was 
trying to get some clarity on what to do. He stared at the 
crowd of people, obviously outnumbered, enough men to 
easily deal with him. He shook his head. 

«You've seen him. Let’s get outta here.» 

«No,» she wailed, «I can’t.» 

«Youve seen him. That’s what you wanted.» 

«But I, I gotta, I dunno, it’s not enough.» 

«I shoulda stayed out of this,» he muttered, mostly to 
himself. 

Then Arnold spoke again. «I don’t think anyone wants 
to do you any harm. Coming here was not wise, but you're 
here. For Will’s sake, let’s be civil. Come round, have a 
drink, wish him happy birthday and then get back on the 
bike and leave.» 

«Nobody tries anything, alright?» 
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«You have my word.» said Arnold. Then he turned to 
Alex, knowing that he was the most probable antagonist. 
«Can we do that?» 

Under the powerful influence of the older man’s calm 
command of the situation, Alex nodded. 

«This alright with you Hoppy?» Arnold wanted to be 
sure. Hoppy turned to find Don, his son-in law and a social 
worker. 

«Is it legal? I mean will we get into trouble if we do 
this?» 

Don had watched what was happening and was on the 
verge of interruptiing several times. «It’s not ideal,» he said, 
«but youre stuck with it.» 

Hoppy nodded, he looked at Ariette, and he knew what 
she thought. 

«Yeah, OK,» he said, and turned to face the assembled 
guests, all of them stunned into a solid tableau of witnesses. 
Mothers had instinctively laid protective hands on children, 
but otherwise the group was inanimate. «Let’s go back to 
the tent,» said Hoppy, and the group came to life. Hoppy 
whistled his dogs and Will turned to look for Friend. Terry 
let him go and he ran to the boy. 

Arnold stayed close to Jo Jo and the biker, while Alex 
went over to Ariette. She took his hand and led him away, 
also aware that he was a danger to the fragile truce that 
Arnold had managed to create. She glanced back to see 
where Will was and she saw him still regarding his mother. 
She decided to let him be. 

While everyone else began to make their way back 
behind the house, Will took a step closer to Jo Jo. Friend 
now was at his feet. 


«This is my dog,» he said. 
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Jo Jo looked down at the little terrier and back at 
her son. «What’s his name?» she said, her voice thin and 
strangled by her emotion. 

«Friend.» 

She sniffed and wiped her nose again. «I don’t know 
what to say to ya,» she said, and was relieved when Arnold 
said, «Shall we?» and gestured to the side of the house. 

She seemed to shake herself as if she was trying to wake 
up, trying to find a way to make herself move. She saw Will 
take Arnold’s hand and the little dog look up to see where 
they were going. She was looking now at the biker, who 
hadn’t moved. She went over to him and pleaded with him. 

Arnold glanced over his shoulder just once and walked 
away, expecting them to follow him. Still holding Will’s 
hand he paused at the corner of the house. The biker had 
laid his leather jacket and Jo Jo’s across the saddle of the 
bike. The knife was gone and he put an arm round her 
thin shoulders. She was wearing threadbare jeans and a grey 
hoodie. She clutched a frayed denim shoulderbag in front 
of her. They began to walk together away from the bike. 
Arnold waited at the corner of the house, holding Will’s 
hand, till they reached him. When she came up to them, 
she stopped, looking down at her son. 

«This is me friend Dirk» she said. Will looked at the 
man, scrutinising him, then he glanced up at Arnold. The 
old man nodded and they turned to go towards the back of 
the house. 
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As they came round the house to the lawn, the others 
had arranged themselves in their family groups around the 
trestle table but no-one sat. Taking Arnold’s cue, most of 
them had reached for their glasses, while Hoppy had gone 
to shut the Kelpies in their enclosure. As Arnold approached 
the table, with the two bikers, there was an embarrassed 
silence, no-one had any idea what could be said or done, 
until Barbara asked the newcomers: «Can I get you a drink?» 
and it seemed to cut through and allowed everyone to take 
a deeper breath. 

«Beer? Juice?» asked Barbara. 

Dirk muttered: «Beer.» 

«Got anything stronger?» said Jo Jo, clinging to Dirk’s 
arm. 

Barbara poked around amongst the drinks to see what 
was there. «There’s rum,» she offered. 

«Yeah,» said Jo Jo. «Big one.» 

Hoppy reappeared. «I put the dogs away,» he said. 
Friend had stayed at Will’s feet. 

Arnold kept his hand on Will’s shoulder the whole time. 
«Well,» he said, looking round the group, everyone with a 
drink in their hand. «The one thing we all have in common, 
is this boy. He’s the reason we all came here, one way or the 
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other. Today he turns seven. I want to suggest that we just 
do one thing together. We wish him well. We hope and pray 
that he can grow up happy and healthy and able to use his 
talents. Can we drink to that?» 

Everybody murmured their approval and all lifted their 
glasses including the children. Jo Jo bolted hers in one swift 
in-take. Then she said: «I brung him something,» and she 
dug into her shoulder bag. 

Her present was wrapped in well-used Christmas paper 
but not held together with tape, so it was simply crunched 
up at the edges to secure it. She handed it to Will and he 
took it in both hands, aware that all eyes were on him. The 
paper began to unravel itself and then fell open. Inside was 
a glass dome, with Snow White and the seven dwarves. Will 
lifted the dome up to the light, and as he did he saw that 
it had a floor of snow that swirled as he moved the dome. 
When he shook it, the snow momentarily obliterated the 
figures inside. He watched the swirling snow for a long 
moment, waiting for the figures to reappear, and all other 
eyes followed it too. Then he looked up. «Thank you for my 
present,» he said. 

«Ya like it?» She sounded troubled, as if she was 
embarrassed. «It ain’t much.» 

alt’s nice,» Will said quite firmly. 

«We're gonna eat,» said Hoppy, realising that they were 
now more or less stuck with their unwelcome guests. «Why 
don’t yous grab a chair.» 

Actually there weren't quite enough chairs, with 
the unexpected arrivals including Diane Parry, who had 
followed the drama with her mouth suspended open in 
astonishment. She was going to have a field-day telling her 
friends about all this. Terry and Barbara went hunting for the 
extra chairs, while Jodi and Vivian began to uncover dishes 
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and insert serving utensils. It was a prodigious spread, and 
soon everyone had a full plate in front of them and the wine 
brought by Alex had filled the different shaped glasses. 

Although some people had begun to eat, including 
Bridie who had dived into hers with gusto, Arnold stood 
up and said: «Can I ask something?» Everyone paused 
except Bridie who had to have her spoon confiscated by 
her father before she was willing to pause. Don shushed her 
complaints as Arnold spoke. 

«I know many of you are not religious folk, but it striikes 
me that perhaps we could ask for a little divine benediction 
on this occasion. I hope no-one is offended, but I would 
like to offer a short prayer if I may.» 

There was a polite murmur from around the table 
which he took to be benign consent. 

He closed his eyes, a few others did too, while everyone 
else just sat still. Will watched Arnold closely. 

«Lord,» said Arnold in a steady, purposeful voice. «We 
ask for your blessings for all assembled here. We ask for your 
grace and protection for Will, this young man embarking 
on his life. We ask that he be able to grow up without 
too much trouble, that he find his way in life, and that 
he discovers how best to utilise his beautiful talents to the 
benefit of all. Amen.» 

There was a murmured «Amen» from different parts 
of the table and Arnold opened his eyes and smiled around 
the table. «Thank you for your indulgence,» he said, and 
sat down. 

«Beautiful,» gushed Diane Perry, smiling at Jodi Fuller. 

Jo Jo sat next to Will with Dirk beside her. Arnold sat 
next to Will on the other side. The others had arranged 
themselves into their family or partner groupings down the 
trestle. Ariette sat between Hoppy and Alex. 
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Now as they began to eat and tentative attempts at 
conversation began, Arnold looked across at Jo Jo. «Where 
are you living now?» he asked. He was aware that Will was 
between them and felt he could ask the questions that Will 
did not have the skills to ask, but would surely want to 
know the answers to. 

«Here and there,» she said. «I been a picker mostly.» 

Will looked up shyly. «Me too. With Sam.» 

«Yeah,» she said, trying her best to smile at him. «We’ 
re pickers.» 

«Are you a picker too?» asked Arnold looking beyond Jo 
Jo. «You're name’s Dirk is it not?» 

«Yeah, that’s right,» the biker said with his mouth full of 
chicken. «Not a fuckin’ picker but.» 

«What do you do?» persisted Arnold, letting the 
offensive language float past him. 

«Security. Night Club bouncer.» 

«That must be dangerous,» added Arnold. 

«Nah,» he sneered, and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. 
«Drunks and smart arses. Hobart’s not Las Vegas.» 

«Thank goodness.» Arnold managed a half-hearted 
smile. Then he turned back to Jo Jo. «Have you kept contact 
with your family? Your parents?» 

She shook her head. «I shot through when I was young, 
never went back.» 

«Have you told them about Will?» 

«Shit no. Why would I want to do that?» 

«He’s part of the family,» Even as he said it, Arnold 
doubted the wisdom of what he was uttering. 

«I got no family.» She put a sausage in her mouth and 
chewed on it for a moment than she said, spraying sausage 
fragments in front of her, «I’m an orphan and so’s he.» 
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«Well,» Arnold knew what had to be said. «Now he’s 
lucky enough to have found a new family. Hoppy and 
Ariette have been very good to Will. As you can see, he’s 
thriving here.» 

She nodded as she pushed the rest of the sausage into 
her mouth and looked down the table at Hoppy. He looked 
along the table at her, too far away to hear what was being 
said. He had been in conversation with Buzz, but had lifted 
his head when he heard his name. She gave him a little wave 
and he nodded. Finally she swallowed and said: «I couldn't 
look after him, anyway. Can’t even look after meself-» 

«Hoppy is Will’s foster parent,» Arnold said, and he 
watched her nod in understanding. «Ariette looks after 
him.» He gestured at Ariette, who was talking quietly with 
Alex but had her eye on Will at the same time. Jo Jo looked 
at Ariette, but said nothing. Ariette attempted a smile but 
the stony look from Jo Jo quickly dissolved it. 

«Ariette is a wonderful person,» said Arnold, and he saw 
Will nod in agreement. He had followed the conversation with 
careful concentration. «She has been very good for Will.» 

Jo Jo popped another sausage into her mouth. 

Arnold risked pushing his agenda a little further. «If 
Hoppy thought about full adoption, would you be prepared 
to give permission?» 

She chewed with her mouth open, and after a moment, 
shrugged. «Long as I get to see him now and then, why not?» 

«I think that would be a very good arrangement. It 
would guarantee Will a secure future,» said Arnold, and 
bent to his plate. 

The meal progressed into dessert, more wine was 
poured and little by little the conversation became more 
animated. Even Dirk found himself in a conversation when 
on his other side Miss Viorney’s partner Elaine introduced 
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herself and began to describe her organic farm. Although 
she was deaf, and her speech was muffled, she seemed quite 
happy to talk without him saying much. Perhaps being deaf 
she liked to dominate the conversation whenever she could. 
He seemed content to nod as she went on. He had a good 
appetite and was eating noisily as he listened to her. When 
she paused to take a mouthful, he bent towards her and said 
quietly: «You growing any weed?» 

She looked at him very carefully, reading his lips. 
«Weed?» He nodded. «Oh,» she said, realising what he was 
alluding to. «Not commercially, no,» she added warily. 

«But you got some, right?» He had a glint in his eye. 

«Um, actually not right now.» She had suddenly 
understood the danger she was in. «I don't grow it all 
the time. In fact I don’t grow very much, you know? Just 
veggies.» 

«So where’s your farm?» he said. 

«Oh. I think I need to go to the toilet,» she said, and 
got up. «Excuse me,» and scuttled off from the table. Miss 
Viorney looked up to see where her partner was going and 
got a hasty little wave as she disappeared inside. 

Dirk chuckled to himself, then pushed his empty plate 
away. He looked around the table at the guests, then leaned 
in towards Jo Jo. «Gonna get a bit of a hit,» he said. 

She looked at him with fright. «Here?» 

«Don’t worry,» he snarled. «Ill be quick. No-one'll 
notice, they’re all feeding their faces.» 

As he got up, she grabbed his arm. «I wish you 
wouldn't.» 

«Leave it,» and he turned on his heel and was gone. 

Alex watched him from the far end of the table. His 
policeman’s instinct was sharpened. Alex didn’t trust him. 


He could do anything He waited until Dirk had gone 
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round the side of the house and then he got up. Ariette had 
turned to speak with Jodi who was sitting opposite her. She 
glanced up as Alex left, unaware of his focus, then turned 
again to her conversation. 

Dirk went back to the bike and lifted the saddle, to the 
storage underneath. He pulled out a small pouch of what 
looked to Alex like leather. Alex crouched, hidden behind 
a row of hydrangeas and had a good view of the bike. Dirk 
looked around to be sure no-one was around, then headed 
off to one side beyond the chook yards. Giving him a bit 
of a start, Alex moved along the row of shrubs, keeping his 
broad back in sight. At the far end was the disused shed 
where Will had just put the pademelon. Dirk let himself 
into the yard and went to the small shed at the back. The 
door stood ajar, he glanced around one more time, then 
slipped inside. Alex eased along the fence until he was level 
with the door. 

Suddenly there was a loud shout and a scuffling sound 
in the shed. Alex instinctively jumped forward and threw 
open the gate, at a run, towards the shed. He pulled the 
door back and saw Dirk with his knife out, lunging at the 
terrified creature in the corner. His pouch had fallen to the 
floor of the shed and the needle lay in the dust. Dirk spun 
round when Alex appeared in the doorway with the knife 
angled out. Alex kept his eye on Dirk and that was why he 
didn’t see the wooden strip across the bottom of the door. 
He hit it hard as he rushed at him and fell head first into 
the shed. Dirk took this as an attack and thrust his knife out 
in front of him. Alex fell straight into it. As they collided, 
Alex let out a scream and his momentum carried them 
both across the small shed, crashing against the far wall. 
As they fell heavily Alex ended up on top of Dirk pinning 
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Somewhere deep inside himself, Alex recognised what 
had happened. «I tripped,» he groaned, and then his body 
went limp with the biker under him. They lay there for a 
second, two bodies locked together, Dirk pinned underneath 
by the body weight. 

When Alex didn’t move, Dirk struggled to get out from 
under weight of the body on top him. «You alright?» he said. 
But Alex did not move. «Hey,» he said more loudly, «Get 
off me.» Still nothing, and he began to panic. He pushed 
frantically until he could get away. It was then he saw that 
his knife was buried to the hilt in Alex’s chest. Dirk pushed 
the body away from himself and backed up against the wall. 
In the other corner the small furry creature tried to bury 
itself in some old straw. 

«Shit, shit, oh shit!» he moaned. 

Then he heard the voices. Hoppy and Terry. 

«Alex?» 

Then a shadow filled the doorway and Dirk looked up. 
In silhouette he couldn't see who it was. Hoppy shouted: 
«In here, Terry,» then took a step into the shed. 

Only then did he see the inert body. 
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«It was an accident. He jumped me,» protested Dirk, 
backing as far away as he could from the body. 

Hoppy knelt next to Alex and saw the blade deep in his 
chest. The eyes were open, as if Alex had just seen somethng 
far away and was absorbed in staring at it. «Jeez,» Hoppy 
muttered and felt for a pulse at the neck. Terry came in and 
dropped down beside him. Hoppy looked at him, appalled. 
«He’s gone.» Terry tried at the wrist and nodded. Terry 
closed the unseeing eyes. The two of them stared down at 
the lifeless form. 

There was a shout from outside, Buzz’s voice. «Hoppy, 
where are ya?» 

Hoppy got to his feet, yelling: «In here. Little shed at 
the back.» 

Terry went to the door to show Buzz where they were. 
Hoppy looked over at the big man slumped against the 
wall. There was not much light in the shed, but even with 
what there was Hoppy could see the man was shaking and 
starting to blubber. 

«Dead, ain't he?» he wailed plaintively. 

Hoppy nodded . 

«I didn’t mean it. He just came at me. I didn’t stab him 
or nothing. He just fell on me.» The man was jabbering in 
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his anxiety. Hoppy suddenly felt a movement in the corner 
of the shed and saw the pademelon cowering in the corner. 
There was blood on it. When Hoppy took a step towards it 
he stepped on something on the dirt floor and it crunched. 
When he looked down, he saw the syringe. He'd broken it 
when he stood on it. He knew what it was. 

Buzz came in with Terry. Hoppy said, «Call Bill and keep 
the others away.» Buzz stared down at the body, then turned 
and was off at a run. Hoppy said to Terry: «I don’t want the 
kids to see this.» Terry was staring down at Alex. Blood was 
drenching his shirt and gathering under the body. 

«We shouldn't touch him till Bill gets here,» said Hoppy. 
Then he added: «Can you take a look at the pademelon, | 
think he had a go at her, too.» 

Terry turned and saw the creature burying itself in a 
corner. He gently lifted it and saw the knife wound. He 
ran his hands over it, then he took the creature to the door 
and let it go. He gave it a little shove and it took a few weak 
hops, then moved further away. 

«Nothing too serious, skindeep.» said Terry. 

«I didn’t know what it was,» wailed Dirk. 

«lt’s going to live,» said Terry tersely, «but you've finished 
this bloke. No getting out of this.» 

«He came at me. I swear it. He attacked me. I just tried 
to defend meself.» Dirk was on the verge of hysteria. 

He tried to get up, but Hoppy pushed him back with a 
strong foot. «Stay put. You can tell your story to the cops.» 

Buzz reappeared. «Bill’s on his way.» 

Hoppy said: « Can you guys keep him here? Dont let 
him move and don’t touch Alex. I want Bill to see it how it 
is. There’s a syringe on the floor, I just busted it by standing 
on it. I want Bill to see that, too. It explains a lot.» 
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The three men stood still for a moment, each becoming 
aware of what they were witnessing. The man against the 
wall, who had seemed so big and threatening, was now an 
abject and miserable body cowering away from them. Almost 
blindly, he scrabbled around him looking for something on 
the floor. Hoppy stood over him. «If youre looking for your 
needle I just broke it. « 

Dirk peered up at him, his face smeared, his eyes filled 
with terror. «Me pouch,» he growled. 

The other men looked around the floor and Terry saw 
it by the wall. He stood in front of it. Dirk pleaded: «Oh 
man, I need that. I really need it.» He made a slight move 
towards it and all three men moved in on him and he sank 
back against the wall. «Please. You gotta believe me. I’m 
desperate.» Then, to prove his point, he threw himself 
across the shed in a hopeless attempt to retrieve it. Hoppy’s 
foot connected with his chest, and Buzz dropped into his 
legs and they threw him back. There he lay crumpled up 
and began to snivel. 

Hoppy looked down at the broken bulk of him, then 
at the other two. «You can hold him?» They both nodded. 
»I gotta go do something about the others. I gotta tell them 
something, or they'll all be here. Will and everyone else 
and, and. «Then a horrifying thought struck him. «Shit. 
What am I going to do about Ariette?» He took a step to 
leave, then he came back, staring down at Alex. «What a 
bloody mess.» 

«Tell the Salvo,» said Terry. 

«Oh, yeah. Arnold.» It seemed to give him the energy to 
move. « Thank God for Arnold,» and Hoppy took off. 

As he hurried back to the lawn he tried practising what 
to say. He didn’t have a clue. He kept shaking his head as he 
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walked, trying to get something clear in his head. His heart 
pounded and the sweat poured off him. 

As he approachd the marquee it seemed as if the 
birthday party had simply frozen in place. Everyone was 
there, but held in anxious suspense. No-one was talking, 
they were just waiting. Obviously something was wrong. 
They all watched as Hoppy approached, he felt their eyes 
searching him as he came. 

«There’s, um, been a kind of an accident,» he blurted 
out as he reached them. «And I think, maybe everyone 
should go home. « 

This did not work at all. Of course they wanted to 
know what had happened. He cut off their questions tersely. 
«There’s nothing you can do, really. It'd be better to leave us 
to deal with it.» 

Vivian said: «You need me, Dad?» She was a nurse. He 
looked at her and shook his head. «No. Terry’s there and 
Bill’s coming. That’s all we need.» 

Then Jo Jo began wailing loudly. «It’s Dirk, ain't it? 
What's happened?» 

«Listen.» Hoppy’s voice sounded strident and harsh in 
his own head. Suddenly he was having trouble getting his 
breath. «Please take the children home, Vivi. Ariette please 
take Will and Bridie somewhere, down to the creek maybe. 
You too, Don. Arnold, can you look after Jo Jo? Keep her 
with you. Everyone else, please, go. When we're all sorted 
out, you'll know soon enough. « This all came rushing out of 
him. He stared at them all. Then in desperation, he yelled: 
«Please just go!» and he stared about him wildly. 

This galvanised them. Diane grabbed Damien, looking 
petrified, and dragged him to their car. Jodi beckoned to 
Zoe and she went, although looking back at Will as she 
walked. Will stood still with Ariette’s arms around him. He 
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had shrunk back into himself as the harshness of Hoppy’s 
outburst struck him like a physical blow. Deep inside as he 
was, he felt the rapid panicky heartbeat of the chest sheltering 
him. She was as scared as he was. Don and Vivian looked 
at them, expecting them to do as Hoppy had suggested, 
but Ariette shook her head. They saw she was not going 
to move, and they knew that Bridie had to be taken away 
from the scene. Hoppy’s voice had affected Bridie, too, and 
she was cringeing into her mother’s lap. Vivian said to her 
husband: «Take her, go off, like Dad said. I’m going to look 
after him.» Don scooped up his limp daughter and walked 
away from the house. Elaine and Leigh quickly said goodbye 
to the rest, and were gone. Arnold was with Jo Jo. She had 
dropped down on a chair and was frantically searching in 
her shoulder bag. She found her cigarettes, but her hands 
shook horribly as she tried to get her lighter going. Pulling 
his chair close to hers, Arnold took the lighter and lit her 
cigarette. She sucked on it like she was drowning, inhale 
after inhale. He waited beside her. 

Barbara was calmly covering plates with left-overs and 
stacking the dishes. 

As all this happened simultaneously, Hoppy stood in 
the middle of it. Having somehow achieved more or less 
what he wanted, the steam went out of him. He saw Ariette 
was cradling Will. He saw Arnold was with Jo Jo. He saw 
Vivian coming towards him, and he passed out. 
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When Hoppy came to, he was in his bedroom lying on 
top of the bed and Vivian was sitting in a chair across the 
room. 

«Shit,» he muttered, as he recognised where he was. 
«How long have I been out?» 

She put down the magazine she had been leafing 
through. «A couple of hours.» 

«Hell.» He tried to sit up and his head swam. He 
dropped back onto his pillow. 

«The doctor’s been, checked you out, gave me some 
good advice about how to take care of you.» She spoke 
calmly and matter-of factly. 

«But, what about... » 

«Stay still,» she said, the commanding tones of a 
professional nurse. «If you promise not to move, not to get 
up, not to do anything, I will fill you in.» 

He dropped back onto the pillow. He felt horribly 
weak, both physically and emotionally. 

«It’s not another heart attack is it.» He said this as a flat 
statement. «I s "pose I'd be dead if it was.» 

«Probably.» His daughter was well-practised in the 
unemotional delivery of medical information. «No, you just 
stressed your overworked heart to the point where it needed 
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time out. You are supposed to be convalescing from a real 
heart attack, not wrestling with drug-addled assassins.» 

«Alex is gone, isn’t he?» Hoppy had to know for 
certain. 

«Yes,» she said, and then went on to fill him in as she 
promised. Bill had arrived, and the biker had offered no 
resistance. The doctor from Saint Mary’s had certified that 
Alex was dead, and then dealt with Hoppy. Alex’s body had 
already been taken to Launceston. Jo Jo had become totally 
hysterical, and the doctor had given her a shot. Arnold had 
taken her back to Launceston to the Salvation Army hostel 
for women. 

«And Will? And Ariette?» Hoppy asked almost in a 
whisper. 

In answer Vivian got up and went out. They must have 
been close by, because they were there in seconds and they 
dropped onto him in a heap and the three of them held 
each other without a word. Vivian watched from the door, 
feeling the inarticulate but palpable pain that these three 
shared. They had gone through so much in not even a full 
year. And yet as they held each other, she sensed that they 
were such a unit now, so intertwined that whatever had 
happened to them, it had bound them. She quietly left and 
closed the door. 

They stayed locked together listening to each other’s 
breathing, drawing warmth and comfort from each other's 
body. They did not move until Friend barked outside the 
window and Will lifted his head. 

«Tell him I’m OK,» muttered Hoppy. 

«Is true?» Ariette’s face was inches from his and she 
pulled back enough to study his eyes. 

«Yeah,» he nodded. «I just overdid it. Got too excited.» 
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She kissed his cheek gently and lay back against her two 
men, embracing them both. 

With her head against his chest, Hoppy said: «I’m sorry 
about Alex. There was nothing I could do.» 

«I know,» she answered and he felt the vibrations of her 
voice in his chest. 

They lay again in silence until finally Hoppy muttered: 
«Not much of a birthday party was it?» and even managed 
a weak half-hearted chuckle. Then he twisted around so 
he could see Will. Will was watching him, as he so often 
did, his steady eyes studying the older man. The boy’s face 
was expressionless, but he was very present. Hoppy had 
the impression the child was reading him and feeling him 
from somewhere inside. How un-knowable this small boy 
was. Hoppy wondered if anything had been said to Will 
yet about the death of Alex. He wondered how the boy felt 
now about his birth mother, connected as she was to the 
man who had killed their friend. He knew he had to say 
something. 

«Will?» he said, and the boy’s attention sharpened. «The 
guy didn’t mean to kill Alex. He thought Alex was attacking 
him, but I think Alex tripped and fell onto the knife. He 
didn’t mean it.» 

«He was scared.» They were the first words Will had 
spoken. 

«Yeah, youre probably right,» said Hoppy, amazed that 
this was Will’s reaction. «And you know Jo Jo had nothing 
to do with it.» 

Will nodded. 

«We're going to miss Alex,» said Hoppy, and then to his 
horror he saw that he had just opened the door to Ariette’s 
fragile hold on her emotions. She let go and began to cry, 
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her whole body heaving with the unleashing of her gathered 
storm of grief. Her men.held her as she cried. 

After some time she quietened and Hoppy said: «How 
about you blokes take care of the bullocks?» 

Will had been deep, deep inside himself and also inside 
Ariette. He could feel her pain and he went inside to be 
with her, to comfort her. Now Hoppy’s voice drew him 
back. They came back together, sitting up and gazing at 
each other. Hoppy saw how connected they were and even 
in his weakened state he felt a surprising wave of happiness. 
Whatever else was swirling about them, they were together. 
His heart beat steadily enough in his chest, and he found 
himself gently smiling. 

«We do the boollocks,» she said, blowing her nose and 
wiping her eyes. She leaned over Hoppy and kissed him 
on his forehead. «Don’t worry,» she added, almost with her 
habitual twinkle of mockery. 

«Me? I've given up worrying,» said Hoppy. «Anyway, 
Nurse Quinn’s on my case. If I try to get out of here, she'd 
be nasty.» 

Will gave Hoppy a little hug then clambered off the 
bed. Hoppy watched him head for the door holding 
Ariette’s hand. Happy though he was, his heart also ached 
to see how once again this incredibly fragile little person 
had been subjected to the wild, unpredictable forces of 
the universe. So young, so tiny, and already with so many 
assaults on his well-being. Damaged though his heart was, 
he felt full-blown love for the boy. He would do anything 
to protect him. And as he recognised how deep that feeling 
was, he also recognised that he felt full-blown love for 
Ariette, too, and suddenly an unbidden thought arrived 
and scared him totally. Alex was gone. Could she, would 
it be possible that she could . . .? He dare not articulate the 
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thought any further and cursed himself for the unwelcome 
intrusion. 

As Ariette walked out onto the verandah with Will, 
Terry was there with Barbara, Don and Vivian. Down 
on the grass Bridie was pretending to groom Friend with 
a pinecone, and he was tolerating her attentions but only 
just. As soon as Will appeared he shook himself free and 
scampered up to his master’s feet. 

Barbara had made tea and the adults were sitting quietly 
in the late afternoon sun. When the door opened they all 
looked up. Ariette gave them a wan smile, and said: «We go 
to take care of the boollocks.» 

«Need a hand?» asked Terry, getting up. 

«No. Thank you, is not necessary. We can do it. Will 
and me.» 

Terry said: «Will, when you're done with the big guys I 
want to show you the pademelon.» 

«OK,» said Will. 

The adults on the verandah watched them as they 
walked away hand-in-hand, the terrier at their heels. 

Vivian sighed. «This poor little kid’s had a hell of a 
life.» 

Her husband nodded. «Yeah. In my line of work I see it 
all the time. And yet, look at him, there’s something about 
him that convinces me he’s going to be alright.» 

«He’s a wonderful little person,» agreed Barbara. «I just 
hope that from now on his life is a little more, what you 
might want to call ‘ordinary’. 

As they walked down the drive in silence, Ariette turned 
to Will and she squeezed his hand. «Is good you are with 
me. I am not sad if you are ’ere.» He squeezed back. 
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They walked on. Then she said: «You feel sad?» She had 
been so absorbed in her own misery that she had not really 
connected with how he felt. 

He thought about her question. «I don’t know,» he said 
finally. He needed to think about it some more, and then: 
«A little bit.» 

«Alex, ’e was your friend, too.» 

Will nodded, then he frowned. «Is there going to be 
ashes?» he asked. The last time someone had died it was 
Sam, and Will had scattered his ashes in the creek. 

“E is Greek, so I don't know,» she said, very aware of 
where the question came from. 

He seemed to accept her answer, and they walked on 
in silence. 

They went about the chores of bringing in the bullocks, 
feeding and watering them, and then closing up the shed. 
They knew the routine and followed it methodically and 
co-operatively. Always Will’s treasured moment was being 
close to each of them, running his hands along their flanks, 
feeling the mighty pulsing energy in each beast. Each of the 
bullocks responded to his touch, lowing contentedly and 
shaking their heads at him. 

When they returned to the house, Terry took Will to 
the shed where the pademelon had been. As they walked, 
Terry explained what had happened. Other than scuff 
marks in the dirt floor there was no sign of what had taken 
place there. The small creature was in a corner, but made 
no move as they came in. Will knelt next to her and ran 
his hands along the furry hind quarter. He found the place 
where the knife had struck. Terry had cleaned it up and soft 
scar tissue was beginning to form. 
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«She's had a rough time, eh?» said Terry, enjoying 
watching how comfortable the creature was under Will’s 
touch. «First she gets shot, then stabbed.» 

Will nodded. «It’s not deep,» he said. 

«No,» agreed Terry. «She'll be fine. I’m glad you'll be 
here to look after her.» 

Will nodded again. «She was scared.» 

«I don’t doubt it.» 

«Alex wasn’t scared,» said Will, as if the thought had 
just occurred to him. 

Terry wasn’t sure how to respond to such an unexpected 
observation. «What do you mean?» 

Will was looking around the shed, as if he was seeing 
something. «He just wanted to protect us, that’s all.» 

«Ah,» Terry got it. 

«The man didn’t mean it,» Will said slowly, as if he was 
processing that information carefully. «Hoppy said it was 
an accident.» 

«I think Hoppy’s right,» agreed Terry. 

«What's going to happen?» asked Will. 

Terry squatted down so he was at the same level as Will, 
who had drawn the pademelon partially across his legs. She 
lay there with quiet eyes as the boy stroked her fur. 

«How do you mean?» asked Terry, knowing there were 
any number of possible answers. 

«Will he go to jail?» 

«Oh.» That’s where Will’s mind was going. «Well,» said 
Terry, «most likely he will. He didn’t mean to kill Alex, but 
he did. If you kill someone, well, you have to take your 
punishment, even if you didn’t mean to do it.» 

«I think he’s sorry he did it.» 

«l bet he is.» 
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Will sat still, other than his hand running back and forth 
through the fur. Then he said: «He was Jo Jo’s friend.» 

«I think so,» said Terry, beginning to worry that he 
wasnt the right person to deal with all this. Still, here it was 
coming up. «He brought her here.» 

Will nodded «She knew it was my birthday.» 

«That’s right.» 

«She'll be sad now.» 

«Of course she will.» 

Then Will frowned. «Where did she go?» He had been 
so focussed on Ariette, that he had not even thought of his 
mother until then. 

«Arnold is looking after her.» 

«Oh. That’s good,» said Will, and he seemed to be 
content. They sat together in the shed as the shadows 
lengthened. Finally, Will said: «We better do the chooks.» 

They closed the door and Friend joined them as they 
walked along the fence line. The hens were happy to see 
Will, and Phantom condescended to be fed. Terry had to 
smile at how well-behaved all these bantams were in Will’s 
presence. 

Once they were locked away Terry walked back with 
Will towards the house in the last orange glow of the late 
afternoon. 

«Well,» said Terry finally, «1 reckon you will always 
remember your seventh birthday.» 

«I never had a birthday before,» said Will, simply 
mentioning it in case Terry wasn’t aware of the fact. 

«Well, in my experience, birthdays aren’t usually this 
dramatic.» Terry had to smile, remembering his own 
childhood and birthdays year after year with the usual food, 
the usual party games, the usual presents. «Let’s hope the 
next one is a bit more peaceful.» 
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They rejoined the others on the verandah where the 
leftovers from lunch were brought out to be the evening 
meal. 

In the gathering darkness they ate mostly in silence, and 
even Bridie seemed to be indrawn. It was as if each of them 
needed time to digest what they had been through. 

At the end of the night, as Terry and Barbara left, they 
all wished Will one more happy birthday, and the irony of 
that phrase was not lost on anyone. 
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An event as dramatic as that had not happened in 
Fingal for years, and the ripples from it touched every 
corner of the Valley. Sunday morning is deathly quiet in 
Fingal, the churches hold services at irregular intervals as 
fewer and fewer people attend. However, suddenly, there 
were television vans with satellite dishes in the main street. 
Reporters recounted the events of the night before, using 
the pub as their backdrop. Then they went hunting for 
eyewitnesses. Once word got around that they were there, a 
small crowd of onlookers gathered. 

Diane Parry hurried down and_ enthusiastically 
introduced herself. «I was there,» she said, holding a petrified 
Damien in front of her like he was her speaker’s lectern. 
She repeated her story any number of times, breathlessly 
embellishing her account at each interview. When asked, 
Damien nodded that he had been there too, but was totally 
tongue-tied. She kept prompting him, as he writhed under 
her maternal grip and relentlessly cheerful encouragement. 
She helpfully added that the boy at the centre of the drama 
was the same boy who had been hurt at the Longford Show. 
«Damey’s in his class at school,» she said proudly, as if this 
was one of her son’s great achievements. When she ran 
out of things to say about the event itself; Diane had no 
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inhibitions about naming everyone else who was present so 
they all received attempts at interview. 

Everyone else who had been at Will’s party, however, 
seemed to have developed a silent pact. They all declined 
interviews and said as little as possible. 

When the reporters and photographers tried to approach 
Hoppy’s farm, the scene of the crime, the gate was closed. 
Hoppy had called his truck driver, George, and was paying 
him Sunday rates to stay inside the gate in his truck with 
his shotgun on his lap. George seemed very happy to listen 
to endless CDs of Slim Dusty in a cloud of cigarette smoke. 
Whenever someone pulled up at the gate, he'd slowly get 
out of the truck, shotgun pointing downward but clear for 
all to see. 

«Sorry, fellahs,» he said, every time the Press appeared. 
«Hoppy’s not accepting visitors today.» He was thoroughly 
enjoying himself. When some of the locals tried to pop in, 
George checked it with Hoppy on the two-way radio, but 
mostly the gate stayed firmly shut. 

Hoppy put the phone on the answering machine and 
only returned the most important calls. One was from 
Arnold. When Hoppy called him back, Arnold filled him 
in on what had happened to Jo Jo. He had taken her to the 
women’s hostel, but when the police came to interview her 
she freaked out completely and he had been asked to go and 
rescue her. He had helped her calm down enough to make 
her statement and had then invited her to stay with him. He 
assured Hoppy that it was not a permanent arrangement. 

Then he asked if he could speak to Will. Hoppy 
found Will in the garden with Ariette and Bridie. Bridie 
was teaching Ariette about the game she liked to play with 
daisies, pulling off the petals one at a time. «He loves me. 
He hates me. He loves me. He hates me,» she sang chirpily. 
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When Ariette asked who «he» was, Bridie frowned. «I don’t 
know,» she said, stressing the pronoun. 

Hoppy called Will and told him who was on the phone. 
Will was quite happy to jump up and talk to his friend 
Arnold. Hoppy walked with Will back to the office. Will 
was still not very comfortable using the phone and was 
tentative as he said «Hello?» 

Hoppy watched to see that Will was able to understand 
Arnold. Will nodded quite often and murmured «Mmm» 
from time to time, so Hoppy felt he was managing and he 
left him to be by himself. 

When Will walked out a few minutes later, Hoppy 
asked if everything was alright and Will nodded, but said 
nothing. Hoppy was keen to know what Arnold had told 
him, but he knew better than to ask. 

In the evening, after the Quinns had left for Hobart 
and George had retired from guarding the gate, it was 
firmly padlocked and they sat down to watch the evening 
news on the different channels. Will sat snuggled back into 
the warm comfort of Ariette’s lap. She kept her arms around 
him as Hoppy used the remote. 

The death of a police officer is always an important 
story and every bulletin led with the murder of Alexandro 
Anastasius in Fingal. 

One of the commercial stations led with a little local 
history. «Not since the notorious bushrangers Lawler and 
Black has the sleepy little town of Fingal in the Esk Valley 
seen such drama,» reported a woman with loose blonde hair 
that needed flicking back every half sentence. «On a quiet 
Saturday, as a small boy celebrated his seventh birthday, a 
dark presence descended.» 

«What a load of crap,» muttered Hoppy. Then he got 


even more disgusted as Damien's mother filled the screen. 
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«Oh yes,» crowed Diane, looking into the camera with 
great enthusiasm. «Damy, that’s my son,» here she deftly 
pushed her camera-shy offspring into the picture, «He’s 
Will’s best friend, so he was at the party. I was there too of 
course.» 

«Not by invitation, you weren't,» said Hoppy at the 
screen. 

«And you saw what happened?» 

«Oh yes, well most of it.» She paused and looked 
serious. «You see this poor little boy has been abandoned by 
his parents. Terrible. Anyway, Mr Hopkins had become his 
foster parent, along with his French mistress.» 

«Ce nest pas vrai!» yelled Ariette, horrified. 

«So anyway, out of the blue,» continued Diane, «his real 
mother shows up on a huge bike with this terrible man all 
in black.» 

«And Constable Anastasius was there, was he?» 

«Oh yes,» she smiled. «He was a very nice man. I’m so 
sorry that he. . .» Here she appeared to get rather emotional 
but it was not terribly convincing. 

«Let’s try the other channel,» said Hoppy tersely. 
«Maybe the ABC will be more accurate.» 

He switched. There was a still photo of Alex on the 
screen, as a male voice spoke about him. «. . . had come 
from Melbourne several years ago and had stayed on. He 
was stationed in Hobart but had developed a friendship 
with the Hopkins family when he was stationed earlier 
this year in Fingal. The locals describe him as a serious 
young police officer. He had returned to Fingal to attend 
the seventh birthday of young Will Judd, who has become 
something of a celebrity through his bullock-handling skills 


at country shows.» 
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«That’s much better,» said Hoppy, but then groaned as 
the ABC cut to the shots of the chaos at Longford. «Bloody 
reporters.» 

The male reporter then appeared onscreen standing 
in front of the Fingal Primary school. «It was also this 
young boy who was recently featured in the ABC program 
‘Tasmanian Story, «Devil Whisperer.» According to 
witnesses, this young boy, remarkable for his ability with 
animals, was just another child attending this small primary 
school with his mates.» 

«Oh yes,» said Diane Parry. «Will was Damey’s best 
friend. Isn’t that true, Damey?» And there she was again, 
chief spokesperson for the good people of Fingal. 

«Couldn't they find anyone else to talk to?» asked Hoppy 
incredulously. He looked over at Will who was passively 
watching the screen. He seemed not to be affected one way 
or the other by what he was hearing or seeing. 

Then the ABC turned to the story of the murder of the 
young constable. 

«Local Police Sergeant Bill Noonan spoke of what 
happened yesterday at the property of Mr Harold Hopkins.» 
There was Bill standing outside the Fingal Police Station, in 
uniform. 

«Thank God for Bill,» muttered Hoppy. 

«As we understand it,» said Bill, looking awkward and 
referring to a file very often, «the mother of young Will Judd 
turned up at the Hopkins residence unannounced. She was 
brought there by the man who has now been charged with 
the murder of Police Constable Anastasius. Some kind of 
altercation took place between the accused and Constable 
Anastasius who was off duty at the time. A knife was used 
and Constable Anastasius was fatally stabbed.» 
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The reporter reappeared on the screen. «In an out of 
sessions court appearance today in Launceston, Dieter 
Richard Koch was charged with manslaughter and remanded 
in custody.» 

«I thought his name was Dirk,» said Hoppy. 

«The mother of Will Judd declined to speak to the 
ABC,» said the reporter voice. «She is being sheltered by 
the Salvation Army.» 

«There's Arnold!» said Will reacting at last to something 
on the screen. As the reporter spoke there was a shot of 
Arnold with his arm around someone whose head was 
hidden in a coat. He escorted the person to his old Hyundai 
and then drove away. 

«That was Jo Jo,» said Ariette softly to Will. 

Will nodded, «She was scared.» 

Meanwhile the ABC had gone onto some other piece of 
news and Hoppy turned it off. 

«I don’t know about you blokes,» he said, sounding 
irritable. «But I’ve had a gutfull of seeing ourselves on TV. 
If I was a praying man Id be asking for a boring life and 
quiet days in the back paddock.» 
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On Monday it was obvious that Will would not return 
to school for a little while. There could well be TV cameras 
there, and apart from anything else, every kid in the school 
would know what happened and Will would be caught 
up in a whirlwind of unwelcome attention. Hoppy had 
a chat with the school Principal, Ann Hewson, and they 
both agreed. Ann was not looking forward to dealing with 
camera crews in her carpark either. 

When she heard about Will not going to school, Zoe 
Fuller had flatly refused to go too. When she demanded 
to see Will, the Fullers saw that this was perhaps the most 
sensible way to give the children time to recover. It would 
be good for them to be together. Somehow no-one thought 
of inviting Damien, maybe to avoid any contact with the 
self-appointed Fingal media spokesperson. 

Once again Hoppy had stationed George at the gate, 
but when the Fuller’s Nissan turned up, he gave them a 
cheerful wave and let them through. 

Although he was not feeling physically back to normal, 
Hoppy was determined to spend his day with his «boys», 
and in the bright spring sunshine he watched Will run 
them. Zoe sat on the bench seat of the dray beside Will 
with Friend perched between them. Hoppy felt genuine 
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contentment for the first time in days, sitting on the yardrail 
by the bullock shed with Ariette. «It does me heart good to 
get back to this,» he said. 

«Your ’eart needs something good,» she said. 

«You and Will are the best things for my heart,» he said, 
surprised that he was able to come out with it so easily. 

«I think is true,» she said, but she was looking out to the 
bullock dray, not at Hoppy. 

He turned towards her, enjoying how she looked in 
profile. She did look paler than usual and there were darker 
shades under her eyes. He wondered how well she was 
sleeping, given what had happened just a day and a half 
before. 

«How do you feel?» he ventured carefully. 

She turned back to look at him. She looked steadily 
into his eyes. «Is not simple,» she said, and he nodded. It 
was still too fresh. 

They let the bullocks loose out in the paddock after 
a while and walked back to the house. Hoppy found his 
breath came in much shallower intakes than usual, and he 
had to pause by the cattle grid. He leaned on the post for a 
moment while the others waited for him. 

«Sorry,» he muttered. 

Ariette put an affectionate arm round his shoulders. «Is 
good you learn how to go slow.» 

She kept it there as he moved off, and he nonchalantly 
dropped his arm around her waist as they walked. 

Up at the house they threw together some lunch 
before Will went off with Zoe to spend some time with 
the pademelon. The small creature came to him naturally 
as soon as they let themselves into the enclosure, and they 
sat together in the afternoon sun with the pademelon lying 
between them. 
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Zoe loved running her hands through its thick soft fur. 

Will said, «That’s where the man stabbed her with his 
knife,» showing her the wound. «It’s not very deep.» 

«Why did he do that?» she asked. 

«I think he was scared,» said Will. «It was dark in the 
shed and he couldn’ see it.» 

«He didn’t mean to?» 

«No.» 

«But he meant to kill your friend.» She said this with 
firm conviction. 

«No, he didn’t.» 

«Are you sure?» 

«Mmm.» Will frowned as he thought about it, then he 
added: «Hoppy said it was an accident.» 

Zoe thought about that too for a while, her hands 
running rhythmically up and back along the flank of the 
animal. Then she said: «My Dad says he was a bad apple.» 

Will shrugged. «Hoppy says he will go to jail. If you kill 
someone, that’s what happens.» 

«Bad people go to jail,» said Zoe, feeling justified in 
sharing her Dad’s opinion. «Everybody knows that.» 

Will let it pass and they sat quietly. 

At last Zoe said: «That other lady, the one with the sores 
on her face, she’s your Mum, isn’t she?» 

Will nodded, not offended by the judgement. «Her 
name's Jo Jo.» 

«ls she going to jail, too?» 

«I don’t think so,» said Will, not really sure. «She didn’t 
do anything.» 

«Do you like her?» asked Zoe, turning to look at Will. 

He couldn't return her look and instead studied the 
wound on the pademelon’s flank. 
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«I think Ariette should be your Mum,» said Zoe with 
quite some force. He glanced up quickly, but when he saw 
that she was still looking at him he dropped his head down, 
watching her hands on the fur of the pademelon. 

They were sitting like that when Ariette found them to 
say that their teacher had come. 

Ann Hewson had suggested that Leigh Viorney come 
out to see Will and Zoe. She could bring some school 
materials for them to work on at home so they could keep 
up. As she was also present for the drama of Will’s birthday, 
she could help them to talk about what happened. 

Sitting together in the kitchen with Hoppy and Ariette, 
over tea and snack, Leigh told them that the class sent 
their love. She showed them the card the class had made, a 
belated birthday card with the same Tasmanian Devils that 
the class had drawn for their big art project. All the kids 
had signed it. 

«Most of them saw what was on TV yesterday, so they 
know what happened. We talked about it this morning.» 

«Must be a bit hard for six year olds to talk about,» said 
Hoppy. 

«Not really,» said their teacher. «They have their 
opinions, and they hear their parent’s opinions, which is 
not always the same thing.» 

«You must hear some pretty strange ideas,» added 
Hoppy. 

«1 do,» she said, aware that two of her students were 
present and she had to choose her words carefully. «We talked 
a lot about why someone would do what that man did. We 
talked about so-called ‘bad’ people. It was interesting to say 
the least.» 

«Are you trained to do that?» asked Hoppy genuinely 
impressed. 
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«On the job training that is,» she smiled. «You learn as 
you go along.» 

«Bit like running the bullocks, eh?» smiled Hoppy 
looking over at Will. 

After tea, the children sat in Will’s bedroom as Leigh 
unpacked the books and project sheets she had brought. 

When she brought up the events of Saturday, Zoe told 
her that she and Will had already talked about it. Zoe now 
accepted that it was an accident, but she still thought Dirk 
was a bad apple. «My Dad says people who ride motor bikes 
and have pony tails are always bad apples.» 

«It’s not easy to tell sometimes,» said Leigh. «I have 
friends who ride motor bikes and they have long hair. They 
are definitely not bad people.» 

«Oh,» said Zoe nodding, making an instant adjustment 
to her world view of good and evil. 

They worked through some of the school materials and 
then Leigh said she had to go. She told them she was looking 
forward to having them back in the class. «We miss you 
both,» she said, as she got into her car. They were waving to 
her when the Fuller’s Nissan came up the drive. 

Seeing her mother, Zoe was reluctant to leave. «Can 
I have a sleepover?» she asked. This took everyone by 
surprise. 

«Not now Zoe.» said her mother carefully. «Let’s think 
about it and maybe later in the week we could do it?» She 
looked at Hoppy and he nodded. It had been a long time 
since anyone had had a sleepover at his house, at least since 
Vivian was a young teenager. 

Zoe threw a mild tantrum and then allowed herself to 
be strapped into the back seat of the Nissan. She waved 
goodbye to Will, and blew him a kiss as the car turned 
towards the cattle grid. 
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«What is sleepover?» asked Ariette after they'd gone. 
Obviously it was a new term for her. When Hoppy explained 
that it was simply when a child stayed at another child’s 
house overnight, she frowned. «But Jodi is not sure about 
this?» 

«Well,» said Hoppy, «maybe she’s thinking that Zoe’s too 
young, or maybe she’s not sure about us. I don’t know.» 

«What do you mean, not sure about us?» 

«Well,» Hoppy was wary of saying something that he 
might regret. «It’s just that we’re not exactly your regular 
Mum and Dad type of family.» 

«So I marry Hoppy then Zoe can have sleepover?» 
Ariette was no fool and she knew what Hoppy was alluding 
to. He decided to play along with her irony. 

«Yeah I reckon that'd do it,» he said with a grin. 

«OK,» she said, eyeing him with mischief. «We get 
married. I call my mother.» 

Will had watched all this, turning from one to the 
other. 

«Are you getting married?» he said, wanting to be clear 
about what he was witnessing. 

Hoppy dropped down onto the verandah step and 
beckoned Will to sit next to him. Ariette sat on the other 
side, fascinated to see how Hoppy was going to deal with 
this. 

«Will,» he said, «sometimes adults joke around about 
things. We were just having a bit of fun.» 

«Why don’t you get married?» asked Will. 

«Er . . » This was not going the way Hoppy had 
intended. Luckily at that moment the phone rang, and 
Hoppy sprang to his feet with unusual haste and disappeared 
into the house. 
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Will turned to Ariette. «All the girls think you should 
get married to Hoppy,» he said. 

«Really?» She was looking at him carefully to see how 
he felt about it. 

«Mmm,» Will nodded. «Zoe and all her friends think 
you should and so does Bridie.» 

«What do you think?» she asked. 

«I don’t know,» he said. 

«I don’t know also,» she said, and they sat in silence 
listening to Hoppy’s voice coming from the office. 
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The phone call had been from Kathy Foley. Naturally 
after everything that had happened she had to come of 
course. She made the appointment for the following day. 
She had begun to dread her visits to Hoppy’s farm, he was 
not the easiest of her clients. On the one hand she was 
pleased about the fostering of Will, it was pleasing to see 
one small foundling in a good home with caring people. 
On the other, Hoppy’s place seemed to be a continual arena 
for dramas and she began to wonder about the wisdom of 
it. She was also aware of Don, Hoppy’s son-in law, who was 
senior to her in the department. If she antagonised him, she 
would never get her promotion back to Hobart where she 
hoped one day she could go. She was beginning to feel like 
she was too old for field work. It was time for a good quiet 
desk job. She just wished Will’s little life would find a quiet 
corner to unfold in, where nothing much happened and 
where he could grow up to be a well-adjusted adult. She was 
looking forward to closing the file on Will. 

She came mid-morning on the Tuesday and found 
Will and Zoe once again on the dray. She stopped the 
departmental Ford by the bullock yard and came over to 
Hoppy and Ariette, who were sitting companiably close, side 
by side on the railing. She carefully avoided any comments 
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on the advisability of two six or seven year olds riding alone 
on a bullock dray. At least they were being supervised. 

«He's got himself a co-pilot these days,» said Hoppy, by 
way of greeting. 

She hauled herself up onto the railing to join them, and 
they watched as the team trundled back and forth, turning 
right and left seemingly without any instructions from 
Will. He had begun to teach Zoe how to call and she was 
happily yelling: «Hiyaa» now and then, but it didn’t alter 
the bullock’s pace or direction. 

«Pull ’em up,» yelled Hoppy after a while. «Morning 
tea time.» 

The bullock team turned back towards the shed, and as 
it approached the railing Zoe yelled: «Wayyyy back,» and 
the bullocks pulled up. 

«Not bad,» called Hoppy grinning at Zoe, «you must 
have a good teacher.» 

Zoe stood up on the dray bench and bowed theatrically. 
Ariette and Kathy Foley obligingly applauded, while Will 
sat on the bench with a huge grin on his face, happily 
stroking his ever-attentive Jack Russell. 

Over morning tea, they skirted around the issues of the 
weekend. «I know none of this is your fault,» she said, «you 
are doing an excellent job as Will’s foster parent. I just wish 
his life was a little less, how shall I put it, uneventful.» 

«You and I both,» said Hoppy. He was trying his very 
best to remain civil and co-operative. 

‘I am wondering if maybe it would be good to get some 
professional counselling,» Kathy said, sounding in her own 
ears just a little too ‘professional’. 

«Nah,» said Hoppy, «I wouldn't have a bar of it. I talked 
to Don, you know. He said just to talk about what happened 
ourselves and see how we all adjust. I trust his judgement.» 
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«Oh I do too, of course,» Kathy said hastily. She hated 
having the spectre of Don Quinn floating in the air around 
them. «It was just a thought.» 

«Let it go,» said Hoppy, and she sipped her tea. 

«So when do you go back to school?» She had turned to 
Will who was concentrating on his milky tea two-handed. 

Before he could organise a reply, Zoe said: «Oh we're 
not going back to school till next week. I’m looking after 
Will.» 

The three adults all tried to disguise their smiles at this 
announcement. Kathy managed it best and said, «Well 
that’s very sweet of you.» 

«Will’s not upset,» said Zoe. «He saw his mother and 
she’s gone now. He doesn’t mind. And that man didn’t 
mean to kill the policeman, but he’s going to jail. And then 
we can go back to school.» 

Kathy nodded. It was as good a summing up as any. 
«You certainly understand what’s happening,» she said. 

«Of course I do.» Zoe was not pleased. Did this woman 
really doubt it? She retired to her own milky tea and held it 
the same way Will did. They looked at each other over the 
cups and a sweet look passed between them. 

When the children went off with Ariette to do some 
school work, Kathy talked through what had happened. 
Hoppy deftly avoided mentioning that he had passed 
out during the chaos, and instead he told her that, in his 
opinion, Will was adjusting very well. He said he thought 
they could talk about what had happened quite openly. 

«Such a shame that stupid girl showed up like that,» 
said Kathy closing her file. 

«You know,» said Hoppy draining the dregs of his tea, 
«I can’t blame her too much. She’s not much more than a 
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kid herself. I mean, what is she, twenty-two maybe. I think 
she probably had Will when she was under-age. « 

«That’s true,» agreed Kathy. 

«And you know what,» added Hoppy, «if she wants to 
see him again, I'd let her. I’m not afraid of that anymore. 
He can handle it.» 

«That’s very compassionate of you.» 

«Oh yeah,» grinned Hoppy, «compassion’s me middle 
name!» 

He saw her off and as the Ford rattled across the cattle 
grid, he sincerely hoped that she wouldn't be back for a long 
time. 

That evening Bill Noonan called. The Police Department 
in Hobart would be holding a non-denominational 
memorial gathering in honour of Alex. Bill was extending 
the invitation to Alex’s friends. Hoppy thanked him and said 
he'd get back to him. He'd have to discuss it with his family. 
When he hung up, the phrase he had just used struck him. 
He did really think of Will and Ariette as his family. 

Will was already in bed and Ariette was reading from 
his book about Tasmanian marsupials. There were lots 
of difficult words, so mostly they were looking at the 
pictures. 

«There’s a bit of a do down in Hobart to say goodbye 
to Alex,» said Hoppy trying to keep his voice neutral. «You 
wanna go?» 

She looked up at him with narrowed eyes. «Is a funebre? 
I don’t know what is it in English.» 

«Funeral? No, it’s more like all the coppers are there and 
they say nice things about him.» 

«Oh,» she said. Then she turned to Will. «We go?» 

«Is Arnold going to be there?» asked Will. 

«I couldn't say. I could call him if you like.» 
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«Mmm,» Will nodded. 

Arnold of course was happy to be there, although he 
was still hosting Jo Jo. He would find someone to be with 
her and he would come. He had grown very fond of the 
young policeman. 

At police headquarters in Hobart there was a large 
gathering and the media were there with their cameras. 
Hoppy had accepted Bill’s invitation to go with him and 
the three of them sat in the back of the big white police 
Landcruiser with Bill’s wife, Alice, up front. When the 
reporters saw them arriving, they all rushed over, yelling 
questions, but Bill shielded them and quickly escorted them 
inside. The media was allowed into the police assembly hall 
but were required to stay at the back. Several cameramen 
angled themselves so they could take shots of Will sitting 
between Hoppy and Ariette. When Arnold appeared, Bill 
asked someone to move back so he could sit with them. 

Sitting in the same row but further along was an elderly 
couple and both were obviously in deep distress. The 
woman was in tears and had her head partly covered with 
a black shawl. The man was in a dark grey suit and stared 
ahead with a stoic but pained expression on his face. 

«That’s his Mum and Dad,» said Bill, «just flew in from 
Melbourne last night.» 

The Chief of the Tasmanian Police Force stood up and 
adjusted the microphone at the front of the room. Beside 
him, on a beautiful huon pine table, was a large photo of 
Alex in his uniform. There were many vases of flowers. The 
Chief welcomed the guests, making special reference to Mr 
and Mrs Anastasius. Alex’s father nodded formally, but his 
mother kept her head down. The Chief spoke about Alex 
in generous terms, detailing his work history. He had been 
a fine example of the force, he said, a young man dedicated 
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to the good work of protecting the community. It was tragic 
that such a young officer'with so much potential should be 
snatched from life so unexpectedly. At the same time, the 
work of the police is never easy, he said, and this young 
man, even though he was not on duty at the time, acted to 
protect those in trouble. 

Alex’s immediate supervisor then stood up and added 
his generous comments, before the Chief of Police asked 
if anyone in the gathering would like to add anything. A 
young policewoman had been deputised to carry the roving 
microphone around the hall so each speaker could simply 
stand in place. Several other policemen and women spoke 
briefly, having worked with Alex. Then Bill stood up to 
represent the community of Fingal. He briefly outlined 
how Alex had come to the Valley and had become a regular 
visitor. He was a universally respected young man, said Bill, 
a credit to the force. When Bill had finished he was about 
to hand back the roving microphone when Will suddenly 
stood up. Being so little most of the people behind couldn't 
see what was happening, but Bill recognised that the shy 
little boy wanted to say something. The cameramen quickly 
homed in as Bill handed the mike to Will. 

Will had never used a mike before but he had seen how 
Bill did it. He looked at the Chief of Police, who smiled at 
him encouragingly. The thin little voice resounded in the 
silent hall. «Alex was my friend. He wasn’t scared,» he said, 
and then stood there with the mike in his hand listening to 
the echo of his own voice. Bill gently took the mike from 
him and handed it back to the policewoman. 

«Thank you, young man,» said the Police Chief. «What 
you have just said is what I would hope every man and 
woman in this Force would aspire to. To be a courageous 


friend. Well said.» 
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There was a spattering of polite applause and Will sat 
down. Ariette hugged him with great force. He had said 
what she could not. 

Then Alex’s father got to his feet, slowly, almost in pain. 
His accent was quite pronounced, but he had obviously 
prepared what he wanted to say. His hand shook as he held 
a small sheet with his notes. He told them that he and his 
wife were very proud of their son. He described how when 
Alex first joined the Force they had many fears about his 
work, but he loved his work, and they wanted to say that 
even though they could have wished for something very 
different, at least they knew that he had done something 
noble and brave. He thanked them all for their kind words 
and he sat down. Again there was the polite applause as if 
the gathering was unsure about the protocol for such an 
occasion. 

After the gathering concluded, Bill ushered them into 
a side room for tea. The media were not invited which 
was a relief to Hoppy. Various people came up to Will and 
thanked him for what he had said. Most of them knew who 
he was, having seen him now, several times, on TV. 

In a quiet moment Arnold approached Hoppy. He 
reported that he'd found a place for Jo Jo in a rehab centre 
and she would be going there the following week. Arnold 
had been able to persuade the Salvation Army to donate the 
fees required. However, Arnold said, she wanted to see Will 
before she went. What did Hoppy think about that? 

«Better ask him, I suppose,» said Hoppy. «Although it 
seems a bit soon to me. And I don't think it'd be good to see 
her at our place, you know what I mean?» 

Arnold totally understood and if Will was open to 
it, Arnold would be happy to have them up for lunch on 
Saturday. He went looking for Will and found him with 
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Ariette talking to Alex’s Father. As Arnold approached, he 
heard the old man say: «Alex tell us of you. Mumma, she 
make a jumper. You know this?» 

As Will nodded, the Greek woman lifted her shawl just 
a little and put her hand on Will’s shoulder. Ariette said: «Is 
a very beautiful one.» 

The older woman shifted the shawl to look at Ariette 
for a long moment and Ariette wondered if she knew about 
Alex’s relationship. Then she leaned forward and kissed 
the older woman tenderly on both cheeks, as one would 
in Europe. «Is very sad.» Ariette managed to say before her 
voice cracked and she turned away. The woman’s shawl 
dropped back into place. 

Arnold saw this as the moment to intervene and said to 
Will. «Can I ask you something?». As Will nodded, Arnold 
said to Alex’s father: «Excuse us for moment.» 

The old man smiled weakly at Arnold then took Will’s 
hand. «What you say about my son, thank you.» 

Taking Will into a corner, Arnold explained about the 
idea of seeing Jo Jo on the following Saturday. Will let the 
news arrive and he seemed to hold it for a moment until 
finally he nodded. «That’s good,» he said. 

One after another Will found himself being approached 
by many people and somehow he managed to respond, 
Ariette always close. Watching him from across the room, 
Hoppy could only shake his head in awe at how the small 
boy, so recently wandering the bush on his own in ragged 
cast-offs was now shaking hands with the Chief of police. 
At the same time he knew that Will could only endure so 
much. Making his way through the crowd, he motioned to 
Ariette, and she got the message. They found Bill and made 
their way unobtrusively out to his Landcruiser. 
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They drove back to Fingal in the gathering dusk and 
Will quickly fell asleep over Ariette’s lap. Hoppy leaned over 
to her. «You OK?» he said quietly. 

She nodded. «Is OK.» she said back softly, but he could 
see that she had been grieving privately and alone. Hoppy 
wondered what Alex had really been for her. Had she loved 
him? Had she begun to imagine a life that included Alex in 
it? He couldn’ tell, and he knew there was no way he was 
going to be able to ask her. He leaned across and squeezed 
her hand, but in response she simply closed her eyes. 

They put Will straight to bed and without realising 
what they would see, retreated to the front room to let 
the television wash over them as a distraction. It was not, 
because of course the memorial for Alex led the evening 
news and there was Will, tiny in Hoppy’s shadow, but his 
voice amplified by the mike. «Alex was my friend. He wasn’t 
scared,». Hoppy turned it off and sighed. «I reckon it’s high 
time we didn’t get to be on the news any more.» Ariette 
nodded. She gave Hoppy the briefest of goodnight kisses on 
his cheek and was gone. He could only imagine what she 
was going through alone in her room. 

The next day when Zoe heard that Will was going to 
see his mother, she firmly announced that she was going 
too. Neither Hoppy nor Ariette had any idea how to deal 
with this, but luckily Jodi Fuller insisted that Zoe had to 
play her netball game as usual, so she wasn’t available. This 
was a huge relief, although another mild tantrum ensued 
before Zoe grudgingly accepted her fate. 

«I’m not playing netball next year,» she pouted. 

They left early on the Saturday morning carrying 
bantam eggs, spring veggies from Hoppy’s garden and 
a drawing of the bullocks that Will had done during the 
week. The Landcruiser pulled up outside the small cottage 
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perched high above Launceston. It was a glorious late spring 
morning, and for once the sky above Launceston was clear 
and bright. Friend was the first out of the cab, running 
in towards Arnold’s door with the familiarity of a second 
home. When Arnold opened the door, the little dog trotted 
in and headed straight for his old spot in the kitchen. 

The others followed him in and they found Jo Jo sitting 
tensely on the back porch nervously smoking. As soon as 
they appeared, she threw the stub away into the garden and 
awkwardly got up. She blew the last of the smoke out of the 
corner of her mouth to avoid them. 

«Hi, Will,» she said when she saw him, her voice thin 
and wary. «Can I give ya a hug?» 

He eyed her for a short instant then he nodded. She 
gave him a short little hug then let him go. He had not 
responded at all, but let her hold his body for a second, 
nothing more. 

Arnold organised chairs for everyone and then went off 
to get some tea. Ariette offered to help and he accepted. 
Jo Jo stared out across the city below as she sat with her 
estranged son and his foster parent. 

At last she said: «I’ve had a shitty life ya know.» 

Will sat next to Hoppy and his hand crept across 
until it was holding the older man’s hand. Hoppy gently 
squeezed it. High above them a pair of white galahs cawed 
at each other in rough voices as they circled, then landed in 
a scraggly gum tree below the house. 

«I didn’t even know I was up the duff,» she said. «What 
the hell did I know about anything. I was just young and 
stupid. Don’t even know who the bugger was. Could’ve 
been anyone. So I had the baby.» She stopped. Hoppy was 
looking at her steadily and so was Will. She tapped her 


knees nervously, looking out over the city, then went on. «I 


346 


Devil Whisperer 


didn’t have a clue about babies. I didn’t know how to look 
after it. You're bloody lucky I didn’t kill it by mistake.» It 
was as if she was talking about some object, rather than the 
child she had given birth to. «I know it’s not right, what I 
did.» Then she sniffed. «I couldn’t help it.» 

«Well,» said Hoppy at last, genuinely wanting to help 
her. «It’s all in the past. As you say, you were just a kid. It 
happened.» 

«Yeah,» she nodded, and absently dug in her bag for 
another cigarette. Then she stopped and deliberately closed 
the bag. «But then when I saw you on the TV I wanted to 
see you, just one time, you know?» 

She looked at Will and he looked back. He was holding 
himself carefully, inside himself enough to be safe, but still 
very aware of what she was saying. His hand in Hoppy’s 
kept him focussed. 

«But I fucked it up, didn’t I?» And then she crumpled. 
She had kept herself together as best she could. She had 
taken no dope all week and was effectively already into the 
horrors of cold turkey. She curled up into a ball on her chair 
and mewled miserably. Hoppy looked at Will, then scooped 
him across into his arms and held him. 

They were like that when Arnold and Ariette came out 
with the tea on Arnold’s rickety tea trolley. 
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The rest of the visit to Arnold’s was short and awkward. 
Jo Jo had said what she needed to say and seemed incapable 
of holding herself together. They drank their tea while 
Arnold did most of the talking, describing the rehab place Jo 
Jo would be going to. She seemed not to be at all interested 
in what he was saying. 

They ate a distracted lunch, trying to talk of anything 
but the events of the past week. Jo Jo ate almost nothing, 
pushing her baby potatoes around her plate like dodgem 
cars at the showgrounds. While Hoppy and Arnold talked 
about one thing and another, she shrank down into herself, 
not unlike her son, who was also barely present. Ariette 
helped Will to eat, which was very unusual. His regular 
appetite was legend. Not even the chocolate icecream that 
Arnold served for dessert could draw Will out from his 
protective shield. The three adults looked at each other and 
it was obvious that there was nothing more to be done. 

Jo Jo managed to come out of herself just enough to 
say goodbye, but it was remote and colourless. Will was not 
much better, but he gave Arnold a small almost frightened 
hug as if coming out of himself too far would be too much. 


The old man patted him on the shoulder with his soft 
hands. 
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«Come and see me again soon,» he said, and Will 
managed the tiniest of nods. As soon as possible, Hoppy 
had Will back in the Landcruiser heading south. No-one 
said a word, and then halfway home Will got carsick. This 
had not happened before and Hoppy knew why. There was 
a deep maelstrom churning away inside this tiny person, 
and Hoppy felt utterly useless. 

Once Will had knelt for a constricted moment in the 
long grass by the verge, what little lunch he had eaten going 
back to nature, Ariette held him, crooning to him the rest 
of the way home. Hoppy was eternally grateful for her easy 
nurturing instinctive responses to Will. When they got 
home, the small body was limp and wasted and they put 
him straight to bed. 

Hoppy put away the chooks by himself. He missed 
the happy clucking and chatter when Will gathered up his 
feathered friends. Even they seemed to sense all was not well 
and scuttled off into their house much faster than usual. 

Sitting together in the kitchen after a thrown-together 
meal of whatever they could find, Hoppy said: «It’s been a 
hell of a week.» 

She nodded and sipped her tea. 

«I can’t imagine how you feel,» he said very tentatively 
opening up the subject he most dreaded. «I mean, when 
Sheila died, I went through all sorts of stuff. Mostly denial.» 
He looked at her to see what effect his words were having. 

Her face was still, carefully veiled. «I do not want to talk 
about it,» she said. 

«You mean with me, or with anyone?» 

She tucked an errant lick of hair away from her face and 
said: «Maybe if I speak in French is better.» 


«You want to call your Mum?» 
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She shook her head. «They do not know about me any 
more. To them | am still a little girl with a pet goat.» 

«You never said anything about Alex, when you spoke 
to them?» 

«Why I do that?» 

«I dunno. I just thought . .. . » He really had no idea 
what he thought. 

« Oppy,» she said, «you do not know what I think. You 
think I was in love with Alex?» 

This came as a bit of a shock. She was watching 
him with narrowed eyes. He felt called upon to explain 
himself.«Well, I saw that you two seemed, I dunno, you 
liked each other.» 

«You think I was in love with ’im?» 

«J dunno.» The twist in the conversation made 
him nervous. «Look, I’m a bit of a no-hoper in the love 
department.» 

There was a fire in her eyes now, somehow this topic 
had woken her up. She leaned forward. «Is not true. I say 
you love Will. You know that.» 

«That’s different.» 

«No.» She wagged her finger at him, «Is love.» 

«OK,» said Hoppy warily, «but still that’s a little boy. It’s 
got nothing to do with love between adults.» 

«What is that? I have sex with Alex. He is European like 
me. He is good.» 

«Oh.» Sex was not something Hoppy expected to be 
talking about at all. «Look, I didn’t mean to get personal.» 

«Ha!» she snorted. «It make you nervous if I say I have 
sex, no?» 

Hoppy found himself sweating and blushing. She had 
him in her cross hairs. «I dunno,» he muttered. «Sex is not 
something I ever talk much about, you know?» 
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«But you don’t think I can have sex?» 

«It's none of my business. You’re a grown woman.» 

She looked at him long and hard. She was smouldering. 
All the pent up, held back, tumultuous whirlpool of 
conflicted feeling was pushing her towards an explosion. 
«You don’t talk about it, but you think about it.» 

«What do you mean?» 

Her eyes were narrow slits of accusation. «I see the way 
you look at me. The photos you take of me.» 

«Jesus.» His heart was palpitating, he had trouble 
drawing a decent breath. 

«You think about having sex with me.» she said, «I see 
that.» 

«Christ. That’s a hell of thing to say.» 

«lt is true, no?» 

«Well, I mean, you're a very beautiful woman, but . . .» 

«And you think you are old man.» Her eyes seemed to 
burn into him. «A girl like me, sexy French girl, she would 
not want sex with such a man?» 

«Course. If she wanted to.» Hoppy frantically tried to 
work out what he was supposed to say. «But, hell, you're 
young enough to be, I mean youre younger than Vivi.» 

Then she got up, on fire. She came round the table 
and roughly attacked him with her mouth. With her lips 
she drew his into her own mouth, her tongue hungrily 
searching into him. She had his head in both hands as if 
she was somehow moulding him to her own desires. His 
heart thrashed frantically in his chest and at first he could 
not respond, but somehow his arms were around her body, 
holding her in to him. And then from a deeply hidden, old 
unused corner of himself, his own hunger came, rising and 
swelling. In his own, unpractised, long-forgotten, awkward 


way he kissed her back. 
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At last she pulled away, her eyes smokey and limpid. 
They bathed him and they seared him, as she simply 
removed whatever layers had hidden her body from him. 
It was not as if she were taking off clothes, so much as 
becoming someone he had never known. Her nakedness 
was shocking, unbelievable, terrifying. And then as she 
took his own clothes from him, his own pathetic disguise, 
he had to let himself go. He had no volition left, he had 
no willpower to resist. She possessed him absolutely and 
beyond reclaim. 
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A lone crow hoarsely called from the pale Sunday dawn, 
and Hoppy awoke with hair in his mouth. It wasn’t his. She 
had slept across him the entire night and he had held her, 
even in the deepest of slumber. The small weight of her on 
his chest, the warmth of her body, the gentle intake of air 
as she slept, came to him as treasured sensations, one after 
the other. He had no desire to move, he wanted to taste this 
exquisite beautiful inner harmony for eternity. 

And then he became aware of the other presence and 
he opened his eyes to see Will sitting on the end of the 
bed. It shocked Hoppy to see him there, sitting very still, 
in his pyjamas, just looking at them. The small face was 
impassive. He was simply observing. 

Their eyes met. And although he reached out to him 
with his heart full of love, Hoppy had no idea of what was 
going on inside Will. Hoppy must have moved slightly, 
because Ariette woke and opened her eyes. He did not look 
down, and she turned her head just a little to see what he 
was looking at. 

«Cheri,» she said softly. It was as if the boy had been 
held in place, locked there until she released him. Now, his 
face came to life and he scooted up the bed to dive under 
the covers to be with her. She enfolded him in her arms so 
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that the three of them were all bound up. One tiny corner 
of Hoppy’s mind shrieked that they were naked and this 
child was . . . but it was a tiny echo somewhere off, too 
distant to be heeded, and he sank back into the embrace of 
the two people he loved the most. 


The End 
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Author’s Notes 


In creating this sequel to «There’s a Way», I would like 
to thank those who have helped it to emerge. Firstly thank 
you to all those whose enthusiastic response to the first work 
created the impetus for the second, whose desire to know 
what happened next was my spur to re-enter Will’s world. I 
do hope this is what you were hoping for!! 

Secondly, thank you to those who helped to verify my 
accuracy, both in content and typography: Zoe and Andrew 
Hall, Susie Langley, Judy Sharp and Arye Ramsay. Out of 
Zoe’s class of six year olds came the cover illustration and I 
would also like to thank the parents of Benjamin Hawkins 
for permission to use it. Once again I am indebted to the 
good eye of Nada Clyne for the cover design. 

Will there be a third Will? I have been sternly advised not 
to think of calling it, should it appear, a «t-Will-ology». 

Finally, thank you to you as you reach the end of this 
simple tale. I hope you have enjoyed the journey, whether 
you began with «There’s a Way» or not. As always, I warmly 
welcome feedback, reviews and corrections. My website 
is www.alastairsharp.com and my email is rudra.sharp@ 
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DRAMA ' a 


In the remote Esk Valley of Northern Tasmania, a lost feral child finds 
shelter and comfort with an old farmer and a young french tourist 
ard slowly begins to find himself. Will is turning seven, and despite 
»arentless, haphazard beginnings, he has been welcomed with — 
‘ion and nurtured by Hoppy ond Ariette. They have been 
ee “\ umazed to discover that Will has an affinity with animals, an ability 
to communicate with them which is his one prodigeous gift. As they 
encourage him, others begin to recognise what he can do but not — 
everyone is equc'ly impressed. Though he becomes something of a 
celebrity in his small community, even featured on television, others — 
resent him. He is attacked and ends up in hospital in a bed beside 4 
Hoppy, now his foster parent, who has suffered a heart attack in the 
middle of the assault. The television program devoted to Will’s story, 4 
« Devil Whisperer », portays him as a shy little boy, but a skilled 
animal communicator, especially with the Tasmanian Devils, themselves 

a threatened species. However when that program goes to air, his birth 
mother, who carelessly abandoned him years before, wants to see him. 
Many wounds are opened when she reappears, bringing chaos and 
nothing in his newly found refuge can be the same. And somehow inthe _ 
midst of all the exposure and the pitfalls of small fame, the trials and 
assaults on a sensitive and vulnerable child, a deep love is nurtured. It 
is this love that will endure. 











Alastair Sharp is an Australian writer, who has lived since 2004 a 
in Bordeaux France. His novels, while drawing constantly on his — 
Australian roots, nevertheless ripples out to the wider world he has _ 
experienced in his travels. His primary interest is in exploring the 
potential that powers the human spirit, where what seems ordinary 
becomes dynamic and where the forces of grace and effort draw a 
out the best in us. 
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